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ABSTRACT 
Broghammer, Rebecca. I Will Get This Done and I Will Do It My Way: Doctoral Student 
Mothers Practicing Student Affairs and their Journey Toward Self-authorship. 




The purpose of this interpretivist qualitative study was to develop a better 
understanding of the lived experiences and self-authored development of women who 
were mothers navigating the journey of motherhood, doctoral degree, and a professional 
life in the field of student affairs. Research was conducted with guiding principles of 
reciprocity, empowerment and relationships.  
The discoveries identified through this study produced relatable findings and 
provided a deeper understanding of the journey these women experienced with their triad 
roles of doctoral student, mother, and student affairs practitioner. Data analysis was an 
on-going process and this assisted in the development of an ethnographical context for 
this study and participant narratives that contributed to the discovery of the emerging 
themes. Themes included identity development; self-sacrifice, and a spirit of “just keep 
going” for each of the women involved in this study. The study unveiled each doctoral 
student mother working as practitioners of student affairs developing toward self-
authorship in each of their three roles. Additionally, it was determined that the temporary 
status of the student role impacted the development of the women and added challenges 
of their acceptance of their scholarly identity as they progressed through a grassroots 
effort of empowering others and working toward a more equitable academy. 
 iv 
The implications of this study include the need for recognition of all identities 
women hold to support and encourage them as they progress through their studies.  
Acknowledging identities could lead to opportunities for the development of sub-
communities that create a sense of belonging for the women, which promotes their 
success as students.  Finally, women need recognition that reiterates their identity as 
scholars, outside validation promotes internalized acknowledgment of who these women 
are becoming.  
 v 
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I am proud of me, I have come this far and I have accomplished a lot. It hasn’t 
been easy but it has provided me rewards that I cannot deny. I think I will always wonder 
if the rewards were benefit enough for what it cost. Not that I could even begin to 
quantify the expense into something tangible. I know it will be worth it, well, at least I am 
pretty sure it will be worth it. 
It’s late and I am tired, I am also incredibly aware of the depth of remaining 
heavy lifting I must complete tonight in order to get this proposal written, oh and the 
dinner dishes are still sitting on the kitchen table, somebody should clean that up. I know 
that my 6-year-old son needs my attention, not because he will perish without it but 
because I sense sadness, I haven’t paid much attention to him this week. If and when I 
have engaged with him, it has been short, bitter, and cold. Not because I want it to be, 
but that is where I am emotionally . . . cold and bitter . . . God, why did I do this to me, 
my family . . . I tell myself to knock it off and stop with the dramatics, all doctoral 
students have this, I keep reminding myself of what so many Ph.D. students keep telling 
me “if it were easy, everyone would have their Ph.D.” no shit, well it’s not, and hearing 
that doesn’t make it easier. I have to wait until 9:15pm to start in on theoretical 
framework and feminization of student affairs because two boys have bedtimes that 
interrupt my thoughts before that time and those topics require intense thought.  This is 




type of my attention . . . she is not in bed until at least 10:30 and I could have some great 
one on one time with her each night, but work calls. . My middle son is solemn and 
cautious as he enters my office, afraid I will be interrupted and aware I have work to do.  
Again, it is not that bad and it is what must be done to finish . . . why am I doing this 
again? 
According to the 2014 U.S. Census Bureau, the number of women obtaining 
degrees in higher education rose; reporting women earn 10% more undergraduate degrees 
than men (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). Regarding graduate degrees, more men still had 
completed master and doctorate education overall but women were slowly closing the 
gap in degree attainment narrowly receiving more doctorate degrees in 2012 than men 
(National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], United States Department of 
Education, 2012). These up and coming students were looking less like the traditional 
white, male, affluent, and protestant doctoral student (Gardner, 2009; Offerman, 2011). 
The “non-traditional” doctoral student was now more racially diverse, increasingly 
female, studying part-time, married, over the age of 30, and caring for children or 
dependent parents (Offerman, 2011, p. 22).  
The shift in women attaining more doctoral degrees didn’t extend through the 
pipeline within the field of higher education; women, more specifically women with 
children, were net yet rising to prestigious tenured faculty positions or executive 
leadership roles as many mothers were experiencing part time adjunct positions or not 
obtaining higher level administrative positions (Goulden, Frasch, & Mason, 2009; 
Mason, Wolfinger, & Goulden, 2013; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 




mid-level administrative and executive positions, and if they were proceeding to senior 
level roles they were more likely to be non-partnered and childless (Marshall, 2009). The 
identified “leaky pipeline” of women departing tenured faculty or executive opportunities 
at institutions, primarily for “family formation” were leaving few women in respected 
positions of influence (Goulden et al., 2009; Marshall, 2009; Mason et al., 2013).  
With an absence of policies or procedures, the perpetuation of the male normative 
life progression was reinforced in the climate of institutions of higher education with less 
than 60% of institutions in the Association of American Universities having paid 
maternity leave of at least 6 weeks in length (Goulden et al., 2009). Acker’s (1992) 
theory of “gendered institutions” (p. 567) recognized the existence of gender present in 
every aspect of the academy, and its history of being male-centered, and defined by the 
absence of women, which is evident in executive positions in higher education as there 
remained a large concentration of women in mid-level administrative roles (Acker, 1992; 
Goulden et al., 2009; Mason et al., 2013; National Center for Education Statistics 
[NCES], United States Department of Education, 2012). 
The acknowledgement and exploration of mid-level mother administrators 
allowed researchers to critically address the difficulties of those not identifying as male 
within systems that perpetuate a continued deficiency of women’s perspectives. The 
failure of existing policy created challenging environments for individuals, specifically 
women, when they were determining professional goals and may or may not be 
considering children in their personal lives. The absence of the doctoral educated women, 
who also were mothers, at the higher levels of administration and as tenured faculty, 




to provide environments that encouraged development, equity, and involvement for all 
participants (American College Personnel Association [ACPA], 2004-2015; NASPA, 
Student Affairs Professionals in Higher Education, 2008-2015a). Female students should 
be empowered to pursue their advanced degrees, be supported through policy and by role 
models in other women reaching professional advancement and success while raising 
children.  
Extensive research and literature discussing the ideology of motherhood verified 
women in the United States undergo intensive cultural expectations to meet unrealistic 
performance standards that result in both external and internal pressures (Arendell, 2000; 
Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Henderson, 2015; Henderson, Harmon, & Newman, 2015; 
Lynch, 2008; Ruddick, 2009). The demands of idealistic mothering were repeatedly 
driven into the minds of women who often were faced with judgment, unwelcome 
comments and advice from others based on these perfectionist expectations (Cumings 
Mansfield, Welton, Lee, & Young, 2010; Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Green, 2004; Hays, 
1996; Newman & Henderson, 2014). Women possessing roles additional to mother were 
often met with increased burden as this was in contrast to the irreplaceable and intensive 
mothering women were expected to adhere to in the United States (Hays, 1996; Milkie, 
Nomaguchi, & Denny, 2015). Intensive mothering requires the mother be the primary 
care giver, and she thinks first of her children’s needs before addressing personal needs, 
or other priorities (Hays, 1996; Milkie et al., 2015).  
Mothers pursuing a doctorate in the field of higher education and student affairs 
(HESA) became socialized as students and colleagues while in their academic programs. 




institution of higher education while completing a degree, or they intended to pursue 
faculty or administrative careers in the academy in the future. The culture of the academy 
included high expectations that placed demands on time, energy, and intellectual abilities 
coupled with gender bias and inequities toward women rooted in the history of higher 
education (Anderson, Perry & Price, 2006; Bailey, 2011; Dale, 2007; Goodchild & 
Wechsler, 1997; Marshall, 2009; Martinez-Alemán & Renn, 2002; Nobbe & Manning, 
1997; Padulo, 2001; Perry & Price, 2006). Mothers participated in the system of higher 
education but did not often find other mothers in positions as tenured faculty or executive 
administrators; mothers were more commonly found in adjunct, part-time or less 
executive positions (Goulden et al., 2009; Mason et al., 2013). Despite the biases, 
barriers, and lack of role models, many mothers still desired the doctoral degree to further 
their professional and educational goals as well as to fulfill their personal ambitions. The 
field of Higher Education and Student Affairs (HESA) was demanding with 
responsibilities that extended past a 40-hour workweek and included an emotional 
engagement unique to the field (Bailey, 2011; Dale, 2007; Manning, 2001; Nobbe & 
Manning, 1997; Nuss, 1996; Padulo, 2001). Higher education and student affairs work 
(HESA) was rooted in a history of serving students holistically and in locos parentis, this 
often demanded codependent relationships that resulted in a disregard of personal needs 
of a HESA professional in order to serve students (Manning, 2001). Student mothers 
working in HESA have persisted with the pressures of providing an ideal environment for 
their children and being the perfect mother in addition to their academic and professional 




influential realities of mothers’ educational journey in a HESA related doctoral program 
and they impact the educational and professional experience of women. 
For many individuals, beginning a doctorate program was a difficult decision and 
careful, thoughtful consideration was necessary to make the commitment to a program 
because it came with costs and compromises that many students were aware of before 
entering a program. Any person contemplating the continuation of graduate school must 
have determined if they were prepared with the knowledge and commitment to persist 
and complete an academic program resulting in a doctorate degree. Graduate school 
interfered with students’ professional and personal lives, as it demanded time and energy 
focused on their studies. Students returning to graduate school after professional 
employment, starting families, or simply living life found they run short on time, energy, 
and “intellectual intensity” (p. 4) as it was an adjustment to their routine and a different 
experience than that of their previous graduate work (Seligman, 2012). For women with 
children there were additional considerations in the decision making process as the role 
of mother brought about expectations and responsibilities other students may not have 
deliberated (World Bank, 2011). This was different for mothers than for fathers as the 
cultural expectations of mothers were filled with ideological images of ever present, 
nurturing women who prioritize family first, and take care of the majority of domestic 
responsibilities (Cumings Mansfield et al., 2010; Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Lynch, 
2008; Newman & Henderson, 2014). In the U.S., fathers were not typically expected to 
provide these things to their children or at least not to the level that mothers were 
(Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Goulden et al., 2009; Lynch, 2008; Ruddick, 2009; World 




professional and personal life obligations for many mothers and the addition of an 
academic role further confounded this management (Grace, 2006).  
Once the decision to pursue a doctoral degree had been made, students often 
underwent formal and informal socialization processes introducing them to the norms of 
academia with the expectation that a doctoral degree was the first priority in students’ 
lives, with nothing preceding the degree (Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 2011a; 
2011b). The socialization process of doctoral students was intense, energizing and 
terrifying all at once and impacted development as a student, and an individual. This was 
intensified when one understood the history of women in higher education, which 
explained the patriarchal origin of institutions of higher education and provided the 
foundation of the chilly climate women experienced within the system (Anderson et al., 
2006; Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997; Hall & Sandler, 1982; Martinez-Alemán & Renn, 
2002; Ng, 1997). Mothers, in particular, found unique difficulties during the transition 
into a doctoral program because they entered a male centric environment that prioritized 
graduate school above all additional time commitments (Hughes, 1989; Rittner & 
Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 2011a, 2011b; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2003). Mothers had a 
distinct disadvantage in this socialization process as societal expectations put mothering 
as one’s first priority with very few things preceding this while academic socialization 
put outside responsibilities as a last priority or a priority that was not even discussed or 
considered (Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 2011a, 2011b; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 
2003). For students in the field of Higher Education and Student Affairs (HESA), the 
introduction of these expectations may already have been known through professional 




or assistantship opportunities within institutional departments, as these were often 
incorporated with HESA graduate programs.  
According to Allan (2011) in higher education and student affairs, a doctoral 
degree served as a “gateway to academic careers” (p. 50), and obtaining a doctorate can 
be a prerequisite for career advancement as a professor, executive, or administrator 
(Seligman, 2012). In a field focused on holistic education for students, the value of a 
terminal degree was measurable through job descriptions listing a doctorate degree as a 
minimum or preferred requirement and many professional positions within the academy 
specifically requiring master and doctoral degrees in the field of HESA (Allan, 2011; 
Bailey, 2011; Seligman, 2012). Women who chose a doctorate in the field of higher 
education and student affairs discovered it difficult to find other women present at the 
upper administrative and tenured professoriate positions and identifying women with 
children in powerful, prestigious positions in the academy was rare (Cumings Mansfield 
et al., 2010; Faulconer, Atkinson, Griffith, Matusevich, & Swaggerty, 2010; Goulden et 
al., 2009; Marshall, 2009; Martinez-Alemán, & Renn, 2002; Mason & Goulden, 2002). 
This lack of representation suggests continued stress for women with children, as clear 
examples toward their future professional aspirations were often non-existent and the 
absence of role models created additional obstacles as research states mentors played an 
important role for doctoral students and in particular, mentors with relatable experiences 
provided more helpful support (Allan, 2011; Fay, 1989; Mason et al., 2013; Sallee, 
2011a; Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004; Weidman & Stein, 2003; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 
2006). In addition to the shortage of mothers in high level positions available to serve as 




time outside the typical 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. workday, emotional commitment to 
interpersonal relationships with students, staff, and faculty, as well as 24/7 availability 
relied on in many positions made it difficult for mothers to work outside commitments 
into their professional schedule (Bailey, 2011; Fochtman, 2011; Nobbe & Manning, 
1997; Nuss, 1996).  
The lack of specific research on doctoral student mothers in HESA was in tandem 
with the availability of research that investigated doctoral student mothers identifying as 
anything other than white, middle class, heterosexual women (Arndt, 2005; Cooper, 
2002; hooks, 1981; Thandi Sulé, 2011). This directly conflicted with the purposes 
intended within HESA of inclusiveness, diversity, social justice, and an understanding of 
intersecting identities (American College Personnel Association [APCA], 2004-2015; 
Choo & Ferree, 2010; Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education, 
2014; Núñez, 2014; Ro & Loya, 2015; NASPA, Student Affairs Professionals in Higher 
Education, 2008-2015b). Including the undeniably important context of varying identities 
women possessed and the intersectionality of those identities was an important aspect of 
research on the lived experiences of doctoral student mothers in HESA.  
Student development theory was commonly used to discuss, teach, and make 
sense of the behaviors of undergraduate students since the early twentieth century with 
the evolution of the scientific study of human development (Patton, Renn, Guido-DiBrito, 
Quaye, & Ebooks Corporation, 2016). The use of student development theories to 
explore and better understand the graduate student experience was available and limited 
(Tessmer, 2012). A use of researched student development theories as they pertained to 




and inclusivity to graduate degree programs and it was with this in mind I brought self-
authorship theory to this study (Tessmer, 2012).  
Baxter Magolda, (1998, 2008, 2014) and Kegan’s (1994) descriptions of self-
authorship were primarily based on the undergraduate student experience. Both described 
the journey toward self-authorship generally as transitional for college-aged students 
(Baxter Magolda, 1998, 2008; Kegan, 1994). Baxter Magolda (2008, 2014) pushed her 
research into a 22-year longitudinal study that allowed for the growth and development of 
the theory of self-authorship and provided the continued evolvement of the theory 
through the graduate school and life experience of many of her participants. Evaluating 
the doctoral student mother’s journey through the lens of self-authorship development 
theory provided additional research to contribute to the understanding of the doctoral 
student experience and the development that took place within that time.  
Attaining an advanced degree can be the beginning of the professional journey for 
students. Starting the journey as a mother, with the pre-mentioned disadvantages and not 
identifying other women attaining similar professional and personal life dampened 
optimism for new doctoral student mothers. This was an important issue worth 
investigating for the future of higher education as 53% of doctoral degrees were obtained 
by women and there remained a gender gap in women represented in top administrative 
and tenured positions (Fochtman, 2011; Marshall, 2009; National Center for Education 
Statistics [NCES] United States Department of Education, 2012; Williams, Alon, & 
Bornstein, 2006; Women in Higher Education, 2015).  
Research was needed to further explore the lives of doctoral student mothers in 




on women and how these influenced their home, academic, and work environments. 
Additionally, providing research was an opportunity to empower doctoral student 
mothers in HESA and rooting it in student development theory, a language commonly 
used in HESA programs, ignited conversation influencing the social change necessary to 
address the continued marginalization of women in the academy (Dixon, 2013; Vaccaro, 
2010; Women in Higher Education, 2015). As previously discussed, the emotionally 
taxing expectations of the HESA profession, motherhood, and doctoral studies created 
obstacles not experienced by all doctoral students and the research demonstrated women 
were not being represented at the positions doctoral education prepared them for, 
understanding these women’s journeys of education informed us on the reasons why this 
is happening and inspired change for their professional futures and those coming up 
behind them (Baily, 2011; Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Women in Higher Education, 2015).  
The research design of this study explored the lives of doctoral student mothers 
working as student affairs practitioners and was approached through an interpretivist lens 
influenced by my personal identification as feminist. Self-authorship development theory 
guided the evaluation of the triadic roles of mother, doctoral student, and student affairs 
practitioner. This was discovered through an ethnographically influenced, narrative 
seeking qualitative study. The woman-centered research approach was influenced by 
characteristics of feminism and intended to create an empathetic connection between 
researcher and participant to mutually reclaim power, and built self-and group-betterment 
in an effort to bring social change (Stromquist, 2015; Turner & Maschi, 2015). This 
situated fittingly in the methodology, a methodology combining techniques that sought to 




reciprocity with an ultimate goal of empowerment and understanding (Alcoff & Potter, 
1993; Carroll, 2005; Creswell, 2009; Crotty, 2010; Hesse-Biber, 2014; Lawrence-
Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997; Merriam, 2009). The results of this proposed research 
included a rich description inclusive of the essence of each participant and meaning 
making in order to invoke change and empowerment of participants and other doctoral 
student mothers (Hesse-Biber, 2014; Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2005). The combined 
methodology practices was attractive to the research topic as a goal of the research was to 
expose the stories of the doctoral student mothers experience in an effort to empower and 
understand others, create a community amongst doctoral student mothers practicing 
student affairs, and spark interaction with others.  
Purpose Statement 
Gender equality was a worldwide issue that mattered for economic reasons, and 
for the creation of better outcomes for families, institutions, and society as well as better 
policy decisions that impact individuals, and the world wide community (World Bank, 
2011). Providing women with greater agency to lead, influence, and gain voice in all 
aspects of society offers productive influence with added skills, and perspectives that 
could lead to greater representation, inclusion and better development over time (World 
Bank, 2011). This was true for all women, in all societies. Conducting research that 
explored the lives of women working toward a terminal degree, who impact the lives of 
future generations through teaching, mentoring, and supervision in order to encourage the 
betterment of cultures within institutions and programs was a step toward providing 
women with greater agency to serve others in their current and future roles (World Bank, 




progress through a professional pipeline filled with obstacles and challenges was integral 
to the future achievements of higher education as there were more individuals identifying 
as doctoral student mothers (Hall & Sandler, 1982; Haynes et al., 2012; Lynch, 2008; 
Marshall, 2009; Martinez, Ordu, Della Sala, & McFarlane, 2013; Mason, & Goulden, 
2004; Mason et al., 2013; Offerman, 2011; Sallee, 2015; Ward, & Wolf-Wendel, 2004).  
The purpose of this interpretivist qualitative study was to develop a better 
understanding of the lived experiences and self-authored development of women who 
were mothers navigating the journey of motherhood, doctoral degrees and a professional 
life in the field of student affairs. The discoveries identified through this study produced 
relatable findings and deeper understanding, which is available for review by many, 
including HESA faculty, staff, other doctoral student mothers, and their supporters. 
Review of these outcomes by other mothers navigating doctoral education may decrease 
feelings of isolation and empower them to persist in their own doctoral student journey, 
future professional goals, and allow them to encourage others by providing legacy that 
perpetuates their achievements as they create a better and more informed understanding 
of other women’s experiences. This perspective was not often represented in practice, 
research, or literature and insight could bring a more equitable and inclusive environment 
of the intersecting identities of the doctoral student mother (Haynes et al., 2012; Martinez 
et al., 2013; Sallee, 2015). This study provided a stronger awareness of the 
developmental stages and progress of doctoral student mothers as they experienced the 
triad roles of student, mother and practitioner. This led to the creation of a better 
networking system with mothers’ continued involvement at all levels and provided a new 




The research questions guiding this study were as follows:  
Q1:  How are women developing toward a self-authored existence in their 
overloaded and conflicting roles of student affairs practitioner, doctoral 
student, and mother? 
 
Q2: Do the gender performance expectations of the roles of student affairs 
practitioner, doctoral student, and mother impact the process of 
development toward self-authorship? 
 
Q3:  Can women simultaneously be in varying stages of self-authorship in their 
roles of student affairs practitioner, doctoral student, and mother? 
 
Theoretical Framework 
This research used the theoretical framework of Baxter Magolda’s (2008) journey 
toward self-authorship, which is defined as “the internal capacity to define one’s beliefs, 
identity, and social relations,” (p. 269), and “describing a shift of meaning-making 
capacity from outside the self to inside the self” (p. 270), and was deemed necessary to 
meet adult expectations. Self-authorship was described as cyclical in nature and was 
dependent of an individual’s characteristics, experiences, and challenges (Baxter 
Magolda, 2008). This development model stems from Robert Kegan’s research of college 
student development and goals of the collegiate experience to include the maturation and 
preparation of students toward adulthood (Barber, 2014; Baxter Magolda, 2008; Kegan, 
1994). The self-authorship development model was inclusive of three stages in the 
journey toward self-authorship with three elements of self-authorship present upon arrival 
to this final stage (Baxter Magolda, 1998; 2008). The first stage of the journey was 
“uncritically following external formulas” (p. 27), which means knowledge, ideas, 
beliefs, and values are gathered and accepted from others and individuals perform based 
on these understandings (Baxter Magolda, 1998). The second stage was called 




familiar with and the growing internal voice building within an individual (Baxter 
Magolda, 1998). The third and final stage included achieving self-authorship and 
developing an individual based internal voice used to navigate adulthood (Baxter 
Magolda, 1998).  
Women serving multiple roles of doctoral student, student affairs practitioner, and 
mother were bombarded with messaging describing how to be the ideal in each role thus 
making it difficult to create ones’ own self-authored identity. Whether it was through 
mass media portrayals of the perfect mom, with a clean home, healthy food ready for the 
children and each individual in the home smiling lovingly, the readings for doctoral study 
that impress the importance of prioritizing research and studies above all else, or the 
image of the successful student affairs practitioner self sacrificing to assist students 
through difficult challenges while providing education and mentorship, women were 
shown what it looks like to be the proper mother, doctoral student, and student affairs 
practitioner. All of these conflicting and even complimentary roles and expectations 
might make it difficult for women to become fully self-authored in their lives or in 
respect to their roles. Women felt more confident and capable of self-authorship in one 
role over another and identified this difference in development as it related to each role 
which provided better comprehension and explanation of managing multiple roles that 
conflicted with prioritization. Understanding the level of self-authorship women had as it 
pertained to a single role provided a deeper comprehensive knowledge of a woman’s self-
authorship of each role individually.  
 This research study explored the experiences of doctoral student mothers working 




authored life by exploring their multiple roles, which allowed for a better understanding 
of how they approached the overloaded and conflicting roles that were riddled with 
marginalized experiences in the academy and they participated in each day. A woman in 
the later stages toward self-authorship had a personal ideal she had constructed for herself 
in each role she was experiencing, this allowed her to better cope and negotiate the roles’ 
overloaded expectations and the conflict that arose between them. Additionally, this self-
authorship provided internally constructed values and beliefs that allowed her to 
negotiate the gendered performance expectations that were contrasted in her more 
socially masculinized role as doctoral student against those more feminine expectations 
of the student affairs practitioner and mother.  
Significance of Study 
 Despite the existence of literature describing the life of a doctoral student, women 
in higher education and student affairs or, women as faculty, very little was written about 
doctoral student mothers especially those practicing student affairs (Haynes et al., 2012; 
Martinez et al., 2013; Sallee, 2015). My research shared the untold stories of doctoral 
student mothers in this field in order to provide relatable insight for others with similar 
pathways, as well as to inform faculty, staff, and administrators of the unique 
complications for women in a doctoral program who were also mothers. The ultimate 
goal and intent in presentation of this completed study was to promote discussion, and 
impact policy and practice by way of providing information for doctoral student mothers 
and her educational and professional communities. When a woman simultaneously raised 
children and attended graduate school to attain her doctoral degree while working in 




navigate. The stories of these women often remained unheard as many mothers focused 
on a single identity in a specific setting and often downplayed their identity of mother in 
their academic setting or their student role when engaged in their role as a mother 
(Goode, 1960; Lynch, 2008; Martinez et al., 2013; Nobbe & Manning, 1997; Sallee, 
2015).  
These untold stories informed student affairs’ professionals of the incompatible 
expectations of doctoral student, student affairs practitioner, and mother, to influence the 
office environments and the overall culture of the academy as many of these women were 
actively engaged in these institutional environments when they sought a doctoral degree. 
Change that created a better experience for today’s students encouraged a better 
opportunity for future students. The potential inspired those who did not believe a 
doctorate program and motherhood were possible in tandem to continue and advance 
their education, as motherhood has been identified as one reason for women HESA 
administrators to forego continued education (Marshall, 2009). Marshall (2009) identified 
that many women administrators in HESA often relinquished the goal of a terminal 
degree as it took away too much from their other priorities, such as family. This could 
account for the concentration of women remaining at the mid-level positions of 
administration and the non-tenured positions of adjunct professor or instructor (Allan, 
2011; Busch, 1985; Fay, 1989; Mason et al., 2013; Marshall, 2009; Sallee, 2011a; Ward, 
& Wolf-Wendel, 2004; Weidman, & Stein, 2003; Wolf-Wendel, & Ward, 2006; Young, 
& Brooks, 2008).  
This research was intended to influence an entirely new population of mothers to 




or faculty to take the next step and believe in the system to which they have dedicated 
their professional life by enrolling in a doctoral program allowing them greater 
opportunity and potential career advancement. There was benefit of practitioners 
involving themselves in the scholarly practice and research of doctoral programs as there 
was potential for the lived experiences and knowledge of current administrators to share 
and this expertise enriched the learning opportunities in the classroom for all students, 
and faculty. These students will be the future faculty and staff in higher education; they 
will lead the industry as they graduate and step into the roles as experts of their field. 
Recruitment of this population in the field of HESA will bring greater talent with lived 
experiences in the field; provide different knowledge, and diversity with new 
perspectives in the system. 
The current policies and systems were developed for a homogeneous population 
and motherhood was infrequently addressed (Lynch, 2008; Mason & Goulden, 2004; 
Sallee, 2011a). Two of the most prominent professional organizations in the field of 
student affairs, Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA) and the 
American College Personnel Association (ACPA), recommended a commitment to 
diversity with equity and inclusion to encourage and respect all talents, voices, 
perspectives and skills of the individuals serving in student affairs positions (American 
College Personnel Association [ACPA], 2004-2015; NASPA, Student Affairs 
Professionals in Higher Education, 2008-2015a). It was important that continued research 
influenced existing and new policies providing inclusivity of marginalized populations in 




The use of the interpretivist qualitative study with aspects of ethnography and 
narrative methodologies focused on relational interaction, delivered research created with 
tangible empathy, understanding, and reflection, of both the participant and researcher in 
the final product. These were principles of student affairs used by practitioners, and often 
faculty, to relate to, support, and encourage their students and therefore this research may 
appeal to practicing student affairs professionals, faculty, and students, which could 
provide greater reachability and influence within the academy (American College 
Personnel Association, 2007). Longitudinal research exploring the student experiences 
was important beginning at the student level and continuing through faculty and 
professional staff experiences of higher education. Policies and practice will be 
influenced if greater awareness and conversations taking place as a result of the research 
and these changes could more broadly address the specific needs of doctoral student 
mothers.  
Researcher Positionality 
I feel so incredibly grateful that I have had an opportunity to learn, grow, and be 
challenged in a safe, secure and encouraging environment. I have been surrounded with 
support, love, and opportunity. I know through conversations with others like me, 
doctoral student moms, that I am blessed beyond measure for my circumstances . . . I 
have a supportive partner, I am financially secure, I have respect and support from my 
colleagues at a part time job that affords me a doctoral degree. Not everyone is this 
fortunate, I want others to have the opportunity, to know that they can do it too. I feel like 
every time I need a kick in the ass to get back to work, think of the good, and work toward 




mom duties, I am also allowed to do that in the same space as my academic world . . . I 
wish everyone had that. The things I have learned about what I can and can’t control, 
what has been taught to me and ingrained in my actions all my life about what it means 
to be a woman . . . what is and isn’t the truth. To me, being a strong feminist means 
women do as they please, regardless of societal expectation, I just wish it were that easy  
. . . and felt that nonchalant. All I can do is use my education, privilege, and opportunity 
to try and learn more about the experiences others have . . . the good and the bad . . . in 
order to build a better tomorrow. 
My personal beliefs have been rooted in an interpretivist, feminist paradigm and 
this informed and influenced my approach to this research. My interpretivist, feminist 
paradigm was founded on my belief that people construct their understanding of 
themselves, and their surroundings, through their interactions with the world and these 
experiences were inherently riddled with masculine preferred influences discounting the 
women’s perspectives and guiding the narrative. This masculinized ego became the 
foundation for knowledge and vigilant awareness of its existence must remain to create a 
change that is more inclusive and equitable. This is an applicable approach to the issue of 
doctoral student mothers working in the field of student affairs because this framework 
and perspective targeted the population, issues at hand, and provided awareness, 
empowerment, and understanding as outcomes. Greater understanding was necessary to 
appropriately address its importance in the system of higher education, for its present and 
its future. Additionally, it was necessary for the influence of characteristics of the 
feminist perspective to be employed to serve and empower the participants of the study, 




The characteristics of feminism used for this research study were inclusive of the 
desire to contribute to an understanding and ending of women’s oppression and to aid 
participants toward improving their environments while seeking the woman’s perspective 
(Allan, 2011; Creswell, 2013; Hesse-Biber, 2014; Huisman, 2008; Kelly et al., 1994; 
Ropers-Huilman & Winters, 2011). I identified as a feminist researcher and this informed 
and influenced the research design founded in a feminist ontology acknowledging all 
social knowledge was generated as a product of human social experience and that the 
experience was comprehensive of mind, body, and emotion and emotionality was a 
product of culture and a source of knowledge that assisted understanding and required 
what hooks (1994) called a “quality of care” (p. 194; Crotty, 2010; Stanley & Wise, 
1993). This depth in an emotional context was a result of the absorption of the experience 
that was inherently connected to relation between experiences and culture and did not 
imply independent knowing as obtainable in any singular situation (Hankinson Nelson, 
1993). My perspective asserted knowledge was developed and comprehended through 
observation and interaction with the world and was rooted in an interpretivist 
epistemology seeking deep understanding (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 
1997; Brooke, 2013; Creswell, 2009; Crotty, 2010; Merriam, 2009).  
The feminist perspective I adhered to was underscored with an emancipatory goal 
that sought to empower others through self-reflexive revelations of social realities (Alcoff 
& Potter, 1993; Fonow, Cook, & NetLibrary, 1991). Reflexivity has often been carried 
through a feminist lens to provide better understanding of how the experience of research 
impacts those involved and results in a greater “cognitive authority” to provide more 




al. (1991) said reflexivity implored a “consciousness raising” (p. 3) for participants many 
described as necessary to invoke change and empowerment (Freire, 2000). The reflective 
characteristic evident in my feminist researcher positionality resulted in collaboration 
being established through the interactions, member checking and camaraderie created in 
this study between researcher and participant (Fonow et al., 1991).  
Empowerment, understanding, and awareness intended to inspire, inform, and 
transform participants and the researcher through reflection and new perspectives to 
create better environments in which they could continue to advance (Freire, 2000). My 
feminist perspective was women-centered and relational, the findings provided as a result 
of this study were intended to be empowering to participants, and other women 
identifying in a similar journey, not a critical feminist analysis of these women’s 
experiences. The result of this research has unveiled women’s experiences through the 
acknowledgement of their social being in context of their intersecting roles of mother, 
professional, and doctoral student. I explored a reciprocal, empathetic, and supportive 
relationship between the participants and myself as researcher to create empowering 
networks of information shared with all parties.  
When describing my framework and working with this research, it was important 
to expose my personal core beliefs and identities as well as to call out my perceptions of 
personalized self-authorship. I was raised Catholic, as in two or three times a week I 
would go to church, that was where my core friends were and how I learned to believe, 
act, and how to treat others. I was taught the Golden Rule and Ten Commandments and 
those served as the foundation on how I live my life. I believe this was where I developed 




which my actions, decisions, and life stem. I believe that these two principles go a long 
way to create greater experiences for everyone. I believe I was self-authored in my life, 
although challenged this realization when new roles, expectations and obstacles came my 
way. I feel my core has been influenced by my experiences and continued to develop 
with internalized meaning making. I intended that every individual I came into contact 
with taught me something, be it a big or small interaction. The time we shared relating to 
each other as people gave me knowledge I did not and could not have without our 
meeting. I did not expect grandiose outcomes of new knowledge every time, but hold 
firm that my life is touched and changed because of the interaction.  
It was because of this belief that I held reciprocity in high regard and why I 
extended it to how I researched. Reciprocity, often rooted in critical theory action 
research, was foundational in social relationships that were mutually beneficial and was 
described as an ongoing process to establish and maintain equality while sharing 
individual strengths and knowledge (Maiter, Simich, Jacobson, & Wise, 2008; Mayer, 
2007; Miller, Wheeler & White, 2011). I believe a person’s time, shared knowledge, or 
interaction produced a change because of the contact made. I made it a point to never 
take without giving something in return, this extended to every facet of my life, if I used 
or took something, I ensured it was paid back in some way. I intended in my everyday 
interactions and in practice throughout this study, those I connected with in a significant 
or seemingly insignificant way walked away with something they did not possess before 
our meeting. This could be something personal, professional, known right away, or 




the research process; I also knew my perspective was altered based on the interactions in 
this research. 
As an individual, I believed in ethics that embrace a “do no harm” motto 
therefore, I understood that this research potentially made some people uncomfortable. I 
believe these uneasy feelings allowed people to grow and change, challenging their 
current perspectives and potentially bringing to light qualities and inequities they could 
not ignore now that they were aware. I believe this research encouraged and created a 
collaborative, supportive, and empathetic environment for all involved in the study. I 
carefully and thoughtfully navigated my way through topics of privilege, race, class, and 
sexual identity so that I respected participant’s involvement and acknowledged my 
shortcomings. I sought assistance when I reached a point beyond my current 
understanding and relied on others within this research group to provide understanding 
based on their experiences and knowledge. Idealistically, there was a hope this research 
would provide camaraderie between the women involved and understood this desire 
could not overshadow the actual environment and findings of the study. I still awaited the 
full outcome of this hope, although based on interactions; I believed I began supportive 
friendships with a few of the participants. 
In my daily life, I worked toward living in a way that was more socially just than 
the day before, I reflected on my exchanges and actions regularly to constructively 
critique and actively check my privilege. I could excessively concern myself with the 
more socially just way to interact or articulate my thoughts and experiences. I critically 
evaluated readings of privilege to find myself hiding within the white supremacist 




wondered silently to myself if I project and perpetuate these actions (hooks, 1994). I 
discovered my vulnerability allowed me to learn, my honesty triggered additional 
support, and my internal fight to claim “I am not a racist” pushed me to remain on this 
journey of gaining knowledge and understanding to live in a more socially just manner 
(Bell, Love, Washington, & Weinstein, 2007). I believed in equitable treatment for all 
and I believed we, as a society, will never attain equality for all in this world. Equality 
(2016) was defined by Merriam-Webster online as “being equal” which I do not believe 
was an achievable reality. Equity (2016) was defined as “fairness or justice in the way 
people are treated,” this was what I found in social justice, a search for equity. This 
required actions, not belief; I trusted this was attainable in a utopian type of existence. I 
considered striving each day for the world to be socially just for all people in our own 
sphere of influence, a step toward a better future. The foundation of our world provided 
and sustained privilege, privileges many do not recognize, acknowledge, or accept. I held 
to the belief that education and bringing consciousness could change this lack of 
awareness for many and continued to work toward a more socially just community, this 
was how I approached this research study. 
My intimate connection and existence in the role of doctoral student mother was 
an undeniable bias that influenced my researcher positionality. I was a doctoral student 
mother and I worked as a student affairs practitioner. This triad of identities precipitated 
my awareness of the topic. I recognized I have been incredibly fortunate as a doctoral 
student mother. I considered my privileges as a cisgender, straight, white, middle-class, 
educated, married, doctoral student mother daily and recognized that each of these 




valuable understanding of the experiences of doctoral students and the pressures of the 
profession of student affairs as he too experienced being a doctoral student and working 
in higher education. His support, understanding, and undeniable belief in my abilities was 
not a gift every doctoral student mother experienced and I know his encouragement 
impacted my educational journey in many positive ways. In addition to this, I had the 
privilege to work as a part time graduate assistant in the same institution I attended; this 
gave me flexibility and support throughout this program as well. I entered a new full time 
student affairs position within the last two months of this study and I was aware of the 
differences between full time and part time work and their impact on my identities. As I 
met with and spoke with other doctoral student mothers, and as I gathered research for 
this study I gained a greater appreciation for my personal situation and I came through 
this study more aware of the ways women experienced being a doctoral student mother 
with intersecting identities.  
While I had a unique experience as a doctoral student mother, I felt the influences 
of my cultural expectations of motherhood and was witness to the societal banter found 
on social media sites, within peer connections, and expressed in casual settings that 
brought pain and added stress to my journey. I believed much of the pressure I 
experienced to be the best mom, and student, as well as the judgment I reserved for my 
inadequacy, was developed internally and I believed the information I came across each 
day that caused oppressive marginalization is unintentional male gendered bias that again 
went unnoticed. I experienced these as micro aggressions, a subtle comment or 




woman, mom, or student. This was a new concept for me and I continued to recognize its 
existence in my privileged life.  
I questioned my abilities to be successful and to advance in my professional life 
when I completed this doctoral degree. I often found myself connected to the “imposter 
phenomenon” discussed in literature describing doctoral students (Craddock, Birnbaum, 
Rodriguez, Cobb, & Zeeh, 2011). I knew these concerns impacted my research 
throughout this process, I underwent an internal transformation through personal 
reflection and interaction with other doctoral student mothers, it was difficult, painful, 
and a wonderful experience ending in personal growth, a more substantiated self-
authored identity, a completed dissertation, and research that contributed to the well 
being of my peers, and future students.  
I was fortunate to be challenged through coursework that continuously slapped 
me in the face and demanded I take a step back to reflect on my privilege and the space I 
occupied in varying environments. It was through reading this literature that I developed 
a commitment to openly address the intersections of identity in this study. Intersecting 
identities provided me with some of the strongest impressionable lessons of the entire 
process. I would be lying if I said I held confidence to do justice to the topics and that I 
knew exactly what it should look like as I move forward. I am thankful for examples that 
guided me through the research pathways as I relied on them throughout this process. My 
upbringing, the majority of my work in higher education, and my day-to-day 
environments did not force me to meet intersectionality head on, I addressed what I 




of lived experiences of women with intersecting identities that impacted every day 
(hooks, 1994; Sleeter, 2016).  
The challenges faced by doctoral student mothers today impact the past, present, 
and future in higher education. This included those women who were unable to continue 
toward high level administrative positions or tenure appointments due to family 
obligation, it extended to the current women in mid level positions striving to achieve 
more professionally while managing child rearing, it also included the future women 
coming up in institutions of higher education determining their life dreams and goals. 
These women were those I hoped to represent in my research. I believed mothers must 
see themselves represented in the women holding positions they dream of claiming, 
reaching personal and professional goals simultaneously. My feminist perspective and its 
influence on this study provided me with an understanding that the environments doctoral 
student mothers often faced have long been established to cater toward a male’s 
traditional life of work, wife at home, bringing home the financial support for the family 
(Dixon, 2013; Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997; Hall & Sandler, 1982; Maranto & Griffin, 
2011; Martinez-Alemán, & Renn, 2002; Palmgren, Chandratilake, Nilsson, & Bolander 
Laksov, 2013; Whitt, Nora, Edison, Terenzini, & Pascarella, 1999). In most instances, 
this was not the reality for these student mothers reaching toward ambitious goals for 
personal and professional gain. My feminist lens placed women’s issues, voices, and 
lived experiences at the forefront for establishing truth and sought to provide insight that 
could begin to transform the women’s reality toward a more socially just existence while 
taking into account the differences between women that created their realities (Hesse-




believe in themselves, and for them to instigate changes in their network of environments 
to make them more inclusive of support and encouragement through equitable treatment 
and consideration.  
My positionality encouraged collaboration, camaraderie, and relationships with 
participants and I felt as if I honored this expectation. It was not always easy; there were 
difficult and challenging conversations that demanded emotional, mindful, and 
exhausting attention both with participants and in the privacy of my office as I reflected 
on the interactions. My acceptance of the researcher role with this perspective included a 
commitment to each participant to work toward findings that brought pride and was 
inclusive of the participants’ experiences and lived stories. I empowered each doctoral 
student mother through reflection and gained perspective of her personal experience, 
shared stories of all participants and I in turn experienced these as well. 
Study Overview 
This research study explored the lived experiences and development levels toward 
self-authorship of doctoral student mothers working as student affairs practitioners. 
Doctoral student mothers from across the country participated in this research study and 
discussed, reflected, and now more fully understand how the triad of roles impacted their 
lived experiences. In the next chapter, a comprehensive literature review addressing 
graduate student mothers from the start of their doctoral degree process of committing to 
a program through attaining a degree and their future professional opportunities conveys 
the need for this study. The literature review begins with an exploration of the cultural 
expectations of mothers to provide additional depth describing the societal pressures of 




provides a description of the culture and environment of higher education. The decision-
making process for mothers will be explored, as will the socialization process of doctoral 
students. Specifically, the literature review will introduce the experiences of women in 
the field of higher education and student affairs through the lens of students, faculty, and 
student affairs practitioners.  
Chapter III provides details of the study’s epistemological standpoint and the 
methodology, methods, and data analysis employed for the study. This will discuss an 
interpretivist framework using a demographic survey, interviews, journal entries, and 
reflection to capture and expose the essence of doctoral student mothers working as 
student affairs practitioners. Chapter IV presents the data and themes for this study and 
these are introduced with the participant descriptions of self-authorship, ethnographical 
context of this research study followed by the individual narratives created for each of the 
participants. The next section of Chapter IV includes a description of the three emerging 
themes of this study; identity development, self-sacrifice, and just keep going which are 
designated and reinforced through sub-themes. The final chapter, Chapter V closes the 
research study with a discussion of how the themes address the research questions, an 
exploration of the implications of this study, and future research recommendations 








The decision to return to graduate school and continue toward a terminal degree is 
monumental in a person’s life just as having, acquiring, adopting, and fostering children 
is a life changer. When graduate education and parenting are concurrent, managing them 
could be difficult. Time, energy, and commitment are vital in both parenthood and 
student life, and it could be a struggle to find enough of each to fulfill both successfully, 
layering employment in student affairs and career advancement on top of these equally 
full time experiences increases the difficulty. This literature review and analysis 
discussed the impact of societal expectations of motherhood on today’s moms, provided 
historical context of women in the academy, discussed women in graduate school and a 
mother’s experience during the pursuit of a doctoral degree, how the intersection of 
identities played a role in women’s lived experiences, and addressed the existing 
literature regarding mothers as students and professionals in the field of higher education 
and student affairs. Finally, a review of the theoretical framework guiding this research 
study concludes this literature review. The results of the analysis established the 
importance of the population of student affair practitioners who were also doctoral 
student mothers, identified the challenges they faced in their academic, professional, 
personal, and societal lives, demonstrated the lack of existing literature as it pertains to 
this topic, and included a call to action to researchers and practitioners to continue the 
pursuit of knowledge regarding this population. This review ended with the introduction 




literature review. The development theory of self-authorship was articulated to provide 
applicability to the lives of the women this study investigated.  
The literature explored the American cultural expectations that affect a mother’s 
daily existence to demonstrate the enhanced stresses a mother sustains. These pressures 
were constant in the conscious and unconscious actions of women and they impacted all 
other aspects of a mother’s personal, professional, and educational experiences (Douglas 
& Michaels, 2004; Henderson et al., 2015). The investigation continued and included the 
history of women in higher education, a system founded and developed by men, and for 
men (Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997). This history began with the exclusion of women in 
America’s first institutions of higher education and remained with sustained male-
dominance and adverse climates toward women (Anderson et al., 2006; Goodchild & 
Wechsler, 1997; Martinez-Alemán & Renn, 2002). The systemic reality of gendered 
institutions with “inequality regimes” provided sustained power influences over women 
which affected the journey of a woman’s education and professional acquisition as well 
as influenced the process of choosing to become a doctoral student and remaining in the 
field of student affairs as a student and later a professional (Acker, 1990, 1992, 2006; Ng, 
1997).  
Next, literature was reviewed to provide insight on the lived experiences of 
women in graduate and doctoral degree programs. Evaluating existing research exposed 
the various effects a male centric environment had on women as students and as mothers 
(Lynch, 2008; Mason & Goulden, 2004; Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 2011a). 
Additionally, research surrounding the roles intersecting identities had on women in 




the women this study engaged. The analysis of literature provided insight on this process 
and the specific properties attributed to the field of higher education and student affairs 
that influenced a mother’s experience in the discipline through roles as student, 
professional, and mother. The results of this critical literature analysis identified the 
current gap in the research to substantiate the need of understanding and exploring the 
journey toward development and lived experiences of student affair practicing mothers 
participating in doctoral programs.  
Motherhood Assumptions 
There was extensive, long-standing literature discussing the ideology of 
motherhood and its impact on women (Arendell, 2000; Douglas & Michaels, 2004; 
Henderson, 2015; Henderson et al., 2015; Lynch, 2008; Milkie et al., 2015; Ruddick, 
2009). This review included an intentionally selected collection of research that 
demonstrated and created a working knowledge of the impact societal expectations of 
motherhood had on the daily lives of mothers. With the prevalence of social media, and 
extensive connectedness to the outside world, women faced a barrage of information 
daily that allowed them to formulate a sense of what mothering should look like. This 
excessive information pressured women to be the “perfect” mother with ideas, images, 
and examples of what that means and this was having an impact on women’s well being 
(Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Henderson et al., 2015).  
From an early age, girls were flooded with messages implying they must 
experience and have a goal of motherhood to attain complete womanhood; Douglas and 
Michaels (2004) used the term “new momism” (p. 4), in literature to describe this idea 




synonymous with expectations for women to become mothers, and to be perfect in their 
mothering abilities, these ideas were repeated in imagery, sermons, blogs, posts, and 
interactions women have on a daily basis and they continuously begged for a comparison 
between women (Arendell, 2000; Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Henderson, 2015; 
Henderson et al., 2015; Lynch, 2008; Twenge, 2013). Scholars critiqued the ideology of 
motherhood to be a privileged perspective focusing on white, heterosexual women and 
varied viewpoints were developed to be more inclusive of the diverse “ways of doing 
motherhood” (Henderson et al., 2015, p. 2). These developments reinforced the presence 
of the “dominant ideal” and how women respond to this and additional research was still 
necessary to describe motherhood from varying identities to provide a more inclusive 
perspective (Henderson et al., 2015, p. 2). Twenge (2013), a researcher and tenured 
professor without children, responded to the media barrage she felt intensified her fears 
and need to have a child. The article was Twenge’s (2013) response to the media 
bombardment providing additional pressure to her desire and need to have a child at an 
early age in order to fulfill her role as a woman and the research being reported stated 
after the age of 27 conceiving children was a next to impossible task. Twenge (2013) 
used her researcher talents to investigate scientific data that told the unbiased story of the 
realities of becoming a mother after 30 years old, even after the age of 35. She found the 
cultural drama created was in fact a reality for some, but not the experience of all women 
(Twenge, 2013). This candid article articulated a personal response to the pressures 
created for women as they carried on through their everyday life surrounded by 




Mothering in American culture was a matter that drew feedback, judgment, and 
constant comment. Lynch (2008) described motherhood as the expected route woman 
take in order to meet the physical and emotional needs of their female identity. Judgment 
of a woman’s capabilities as a mother was made in comparison to the norms established 
within society, and these verdicts classified mothers as a “good mother” or a “bad 
mother” (Green, 2004; Lynch, 2008; Ruddick, 2009). Douglas and Michaels (2004) 
described, at length, the ideology that equated the ability to bear children to the ability to 
raise children and established the idealization of motherhood as undermining women. 
This undermining occurs in many forms and existed in the assumption that one primary 
caretaker, the mother, should provide the consistent nurturing necessary in the rearing of 
a child and a mother’s actions and abilities should be perfect as they will be evaluated 
(Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Henderson et al., 2015; Lynch, 2008; Ruddick, 2009). The 
judgment of mothers’ abilities came in forms that were intrinsic and extrinsic and these 
judgments often produced feelings of frustration and inadequacy for women (Douglas & 
Michaels, 2004; Newman & Henderson, 2014). These experiences of motherhood added 
stress and pressure to mother’s lives, impacting their health, and wellness and created 
environments making it hard to accrue additional responsibilities (Douglas & Michaels, 
2004; Green, 2004; Henderson et al., 2015; Lynch, 2008; Newman & Henderson, 2014; 
Ruddick, 2009; Twenge, 2013).  
Returning to graduate school for personal goal achievement could be seen as a 
selfish priority and the judgment of this decision could be felt much like the judgment 
abounding in the debate between working and stay at home mothers. Society obligated 




often an integral piece of a women’s identity (Cumings Mansfield et al., 2010; Douglas & 
Michaels, 2004; Lynch, 2008; Newman & Henderson, 2014). Hays’ (1996) book, The 
Cultural Contradictions of Motherhood, analyzed mothers who work outside the home 
and discussed mothers who stay at home with their children to formalize the ideology of 
intensive mothering. Hays (1996) defined intensive mothering as living a child-centered 
existence evolving with the needs of a child and this includes constant learning and 
intensive labor that is emotionally taxing. Not all mothers accepted this type of 
mothering, but it was an unrealistic ideology mothers were held to when raising a child in 
America (Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Hays, 1996; Henderson et al., 2015; Lynch, 2008; 
Newman & Henderson, 2014). Hays (1996) stated reprioritization of the role of mother 
below other commitments cannot take place in order to fulfill the ‘intensive mothering’, 
an impossible expectation women are held to in American society that continued to be 
intensified with media messaging (Douglas & Michaels, 2004). Hays (1996) used 
historical data, analysis of mothering manuals, and interviews to inform her assessment 
and definition. This intensive review established a term often found in literature to 
formulate a definition and shared ideology of motherhood. It was a foundational 
contribution to the current day motherhood complexities that continued to be analyzed, 
and used for further exploration. This definition of mothering was inclusive of setting a 
mother’s first commitment to her children was in direct contradiction to the expectations 
of a doctoral student as academic work was placed as the highest priority in a student’s 
life. 
Henderson et al. (2015) used the definition of intensive mothering provided by 




analyzing “the relationship between pressures to be the perfect mother and psychological 
well being for modern mothers” (p. 1). Their analysis produced new information 
acknowledging the contemporary standards of motherhood are inescapable and women 
feel pressure to be perfect regardless if they subscribe to the ideologies of intensive 
mothering (Henderson et al., 2015). Additionally, their work established the pressures to 
be a perfect mother can produce lower self-efficacy, stress and anxiety coupled with 
internalized guilt for mothers which has a detrimental effect on a mother’s psychological 
well being (Henderson et al., 2015). These findings were applicable to a woman’s daily 
life experiences and are independent of additional roles, and responsibilities. This can 
create a concern when additionally difficult opportunities develop and become realities in 
a mother’s life, such as becoming a doctoral student. This study produced new 
knowledge that points to the complexities, pressures, and psychological implications of 
motherhood. 
Mothers contemplating continued education by way of a doctorate while 
practicing student affairs must have thought through the external expectations of her roles 
and the impact of outside opinion on her decision. When family, support systems, or 
community did not share the value of a mother’s education at the same level to which she 
did, defending a decision to add a priority can be tiresome and futile. Women choosing to 
further their professional path through continued education brought an additional element 
to the already established dichotomy of working vs. stay at home mother. Lynch (2008) 
explored the role of graduate student in her research to determine how the conflicting 
roles affected attrition rates of graduate student mothers. She concluded students 




affirmation of being a good student or good mother (Lynch, 2008). Women felt it was 
necessary to remain silent regarding an important role within her life to fulfill outside 
expectations and the impact of this on an individual’s well being can be detrimental.  
The literature described within this section provided compounding knowledge on 
the impact society’s mother ideologies have on women and each called for continued 
research that explored motherhood in current society. These topics can also assist with 
the study of doctoral student mothers practicing student affairs, as mothers made them 
prevalent and present in institutional culture. Following the presentation of the research 
describing the climate for women in higher education, and the socialization process of 
doctoral students, the lens of idealistic mothering was used to discuss the discipline of 
higher education, the roles of women in this field, as well as the difficulties student 
mothers face through their doctorate education. 
History of the Chilly Climate for Women 
in Higher Education 
 
The history of women in higher education began with their exclusion from 
participation in the system. America’s first institution of higher education was founded in 
1636 to educate men for ministry and leadership roles, because these roles were positions 
never occupied by women their absence from the academy was not a consideration or 
surprise (Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997). In the early 1800s, American colleges shifted 
toward a more modern curriculum allowing the teaching of broader content areas some of 
which were considered more appropriate for women (Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997). 
With these, and changes in the larger political women’s movement, small groups of 
institutions allowed women’s enrollment, and there was a birth of women-only colleges 




Although the first women’s colleges opened in 1791, it was not until the 1820’s 
when more institutions provided women the opportunity for higher education, 
specifically white women; very few colleges allowed Black women entrance, Oberlin 
was unique as it opened its doors in 1833 to women, Black and White (Martinez-Alemán 
& Renn, 2002; Nidiffer, 2002; Perkins, 1997). These initial institutions delivered 
academic rigor similar to that found in men’s high schools and over time, women’s 
colleges increased their rigor and more closely resembled their male counterpart’s 
institutions (Martinez-Alemán & Renn, 2002; Nidiffer, 2002). Toward the mid 19th 
century, greater coeducation, women attending college with men, began and this 
happened despite the existing culture of the white, middle and upper class citizens 
believing women were unable to possess intellect (Clark, 1873; Micheletti, 2002; 
Palmieri, 1997). Cultural and religious beliefs demanded women be subservient to men 
and this discouraged women’s involvement in public circles, including education 
(Martinez-Alemán & Renn, 2002; Nidiffer, 2002). Black women’s educational intention 
was different than that of White women, Black women’s educational experience was 
considered for ”race uplift” and was intended for Black women to demonstrate the race’s 
intelligence, morality, and ingenuity (Perkins, 1997, p. 183). Despite the selective 
allowance of women in higher education, the mindsets of most believed White women 
should be serving in domestic duties alone and Black women were not to be educated; 
this prejudiced women’s involvement in higher education as students (Martinez-Alemán 
& Renn, 2002; Perkins, 1997).  
The foundational beginning of the education of Black women demonstrated a 




race, this changed by the end of the nineteenth century as sexism openly existed and was 
demonstrated (Perkins, 1997). Prior to this, Black women had been educated to prepare 
for leadership positions; this intention became a burden within environments ruled with 
male dominance (Perkins, 1997). Black women’s education began to focus on 
community development and their role as “helpmate” and nurturer; this slighted women 
into the roles of domesticity and left them out of the leadership and policy-making 
positions; reflecting similar experiences of White women in the academy (Perkins, 1997, 
p. 189).  
The experiences of women in higher education began with hostile introductions 
and apprehension from faculty, students, and society thinking women’s participation in 
education was against the intent of a woman’s existence (Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997; 
Martinez-Alemán & Renn, 2002). Some opposed to the idea, specifically doctors and 
educators, fed on the fears of potential outcomes of a population of educated women. In 
1875, Harvard’s Dr. Edward Clark nourished fears with his publication of Sex in 
Education: Or, A Fair Chance for the Girls (Clark, 1873; Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997; 
Martinez-Alemán & Renn, 2002; Palmieri, 1997). Clark’s (1873) book claimed higher 
education would damage the health of women as it would inhibit their abilities to 
reproduce, attributing undeveloped ovaries and sterilization of women the result of 
women achieving high levels of education as “excellent scholars” (p. 39). The influence 
of the book was evident in the “genteel domesticity” of women’s educational curriculum 
as well as the decisions for some institutions to withdraw support of women’s education 




In 1878, Olive San Louis Anderson alluded to her experience in a historical novel 
as she described attending an institution as one of few females in the 1870s. This 
fictitious, but autobiographically influenced book is published under a pseudonym and 
mirrors female college students’ experience during the era. Anderson’s book, republished 
in 2006, described a hostile environment with actions toward women indicating they 
were second-class citizens with reference to the need for women to be thankful for the 
men’s scraps in and out of the classroom. Anderson’s portrayal was not entirely grim for 
women, she expressed the great sense of pride felt by women with the opportunity to 
attend college, it was an honor and occasion allowed for only a few (Anderson et al., 
2006). Clark’s (1873) writings left lasting impressions for decades as feminists worked to 
disprove his claims. Anderson’s portrayal of difficult times for women in the university 
setting exposed the reality and difficulty of the experience. The effects of the 143-year-
old book by Clark (1873) and the disclosure of a hostile environment are both still 
evident in today’s climate as rhetoric continues describing women’s presence on college 
campuses as detrimental to society, and the family structure (Alleman, 2013; Brinker, 
2015; Martinez-Alemán & Renn, 2002). 
While the descriptions of this unfriendly environment dated back to the beginning 
of women’s time in higher education, an article written much later, in 1982, described the 
“chilly climate” female students’ experience (Hall & Sandler, 1982, p. 3). Hall and 
Sandler’s 1982 article depicted a system that cultivated inferiority of women who must 
work twice as hard to receive half the recognition; recognition often attributed to luck as 
opposed to skill. Hall and Sandler (1982) exposed repeated, obvious, and subtle actions 




women’s appearance, not her intelligence, is referred to on a regular basis, derogatory 
descriptors are used to describe women, and a woman’s commitment as a student is 
frequently in question. More specifically, Hall and Sandler (1982) acknowledged faculty 
often implied female graduate students are less serious about their education insinuating 
the use of their knowledge diminishes as they get married. The article highlighted the 
difficulty female graduate students find in identifying a mentor as many male faculty 
were uncomfortable with female mentees and fewer female faculty existed to act as 
mentors (Hall & Sandler, 1982). The bias felt by women was also described as women 
noted they were not called upon as frequently as males by faculty, they were not given as 
many opportunities to conduct research, and this inequity was inferred to contribute to 
women’s lack of confidence as students. This could decrease a woman’s participation and 
influence in the academy (Hall & Sandler, 1982).  
Hall and Sandler (1982) gained attention with their influential article regarding 
the “chilly climate” and their content expansion was a thorough review of an 
undocumented issue (p. 3). Hall and Sandler’s (1982) investigation yielded 
acknowledgement of an issue impacting women and it instigated a conversation toward 
change that continues today. This work was foundational and remains relevant with 
continued reference to the still prevalent “chilly climate” of the academy for women who 
are students and faculty (Dixon, 2013; Hall & Sandler, 1982; Palmgren et al., 2013; Whitt 
et al., 1999). Whitt, et al. (1999) found that the perception of the chilly climate impacted 
female students’ cognitive outcomes. Maranto and Griffin (2011) discussed this same 
chilly climate as resulting in “informal exclusion, devaluation, and marginalization” (p. 




Scale (PCCS), a scale created by Janz and Pyke (2000), to screen gender issues in the 
academy and Palmgren et al. found that while no alarming issues were prevailing, subtle 
forms were detected to impact women students.  
While there were strides toward equity between genders since women’s 
introduction to higher education, the pursuit continues. The gendered academy, chilly 
climate and root of women’s exclusion continued to effect academic culture (Dixon, 
2013; Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997; Hall & Sandler, 1982; Maranto & Griffin, 2011; 
Martinez-Alemán & Renn, 2002; Palmgren et al., 2013; Whitt et al., 1999). The history, 
and current state of being could not be ignored as it had the potential to contribute to the 
decision making process of a mother determining whether to pursue a doctoral degree, 
and the resulting experience of education, especially in the field of higher education and 
student affairs. The awareness of the environment, as well as the educational foundation 
women have experienced impacted the state of females attending and working in 
institutions. This was further explored in the next section with the discussion of women 
in graduate and doctoral programs.  
Women in Graduate School and 
Doctoral Programs 
 
Women were not absent from doctoral studies; women earn slightly more than 
half of the doctoral degrees in the United States (National Center for Education Statistics 
[NCES], United States Department of Education, 2012). In 2013, women conferring their 
doctoral degrees in education were the median age of 38.0 and the average age of a first-
time mother in 2014, was 26.3, meaning women working on doctoral degrees have a high 
potential of also being mothers (Center for Disease Control, National Center for Health 




Engineering Statistics, 2015). As established in the prior section of this analysis, the 
academy was founded on masculine centric policies, which continued to influence the 
experiences women have as students (Dixon, 2013; Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997; Hall & 
Sandler, 1982; Maranto & Griffin, 2011; Martinez-Alemán & Renn, 2002; Palmgren et 
al., 2013; Whitt et al., 1999). Analysis of the current research regarding women in 
graduate school and doctoral level education was reviewed below to identify 
discrepancies between genders, and to highlight additional challenges women faced when 
studying at the graduate level.  
Cumings Mansfield et al. (2010) presented a study of the lived experiences of 
women doctoral students in educational leadership and found women typically took 
longer to complete their degrees than men and women cited struggles with identity, 
questioning of self, and difficulty in identifying mentors as challenges experienced as 
doctoral students. Childrearing responsibilities, family obligations, and funding were 
often the reasons attributed to this discrepancy in completion rates between men and 
women (Cumings Mansfield et al., 2010; Mason et al., 2013). The findings of Cumings 
Mansfield et al. (2010) included a women’s gender, age, and perceived body image as 
reasons for struggling with the intersecting identities of woman and doctoral student and 
these struggles were capable of producing a lack of confidence resulting in the 
questioning of themselves and their ability to complete a terminal degree.  
Adding to the presented difficulties for women in graduate school was an 
intensified struggle for women of color or women identifying as lesbian or queer, or 
those not identifying with the prevalent middle class in the academy (Bates, 2015; 




2002; Shavers & Moore, 2014; Truong & Museus, 2012; Zeligman, Prescod, & Greene, 
2015). Recognizing multiple identities, race, ethnicity, age, social class, language, family 
status, and sexual orientation contributed to the complexities of the doctoral experience 
(Cumings Mansfield et al., 2010). Students with multiple salient identities reported 
feeling marked by classmates as if something was wrong with them and this led to 
isolation, and a lack of confidence in their abilities to continue in a program (Cumings 
Mansfield et al., 2010). Studies examining the experiences of Latinx, Chicana/o students 
in graduate school identified experiences of feeling self-doubt, survivor guilt, imposter 
syndrome, and invisibility throughout their academic journey (Murakami-Ramalho, Piert, 
& Militell, 2008). People of color identified micro-aggressive behavior, feelings of 
isolation, and imposed stereotypes as impacting experiences in the academy, these added 
layers of marginalization negatively influenced students who possessed or publically 
recognized their identities beyond being a woman (Cumings Mansfield et al., 2010; 
Murakami-Ramalho et al., 2008; Sue, Bucceri, Lin, Nadal, & Torino, 2007; Thandi Sulé, 
2011). These specific research studies, which were focused on the world of academe, did 
not sufficiently investigate the intersectionality of a woman’s identity and how this 
impacted her experience in doctoral studies. 
A key component of becoming a successful graduate or doctoral student and 
developing a sense of belonging and commitment to the environment, was identifying a 
mentor, finding a mentor a student related to through shared experiences and identities 
was considered the best preference (Allan, 2011; Busch, 1985; Cumings Mansfield et al., 
2010; Fay, 1989; Heinrich, 1996; Mason et al., 2013; Sallee, 2011a; Vaccaro, 2011a; 




Young & Brooks, 2008; Zachary, 2005). Kathleen Heinrich (1996) studied the unique 
relationships shared between women doctoral students and their female advisors, with a 
phenomenological study of 22 relationships; she found that a doctoral student’s sense of 
self was tied to positive advisor/advisee relationships. Positive relationships were 
characterized by shared responsibility, trust, and empathy and allowed camaraderie 
within the mentoring relationship (Heinrich, 1996).  
Rittner and Trudeau (1997) addressed the importance of finding a network of like 
individuals in their how-to book offering tips for survival to women navigating graduate 
school. They specifically focused on the need for women to work with and seek out other 
women within their discipline as well as other new students, to obtain a sense of 
belonging (Rittner & Trudeau, 1997). Support systems, role models, and mentors were 
important entities of the doctoral socialization process (Faulconer et al., 2010; Rittner & 
Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 2011a; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2003). Faulconer et al. (2010) 
studied faculty women bound together by a writing group intended to promote and 
encourage their individual writing productivity. The findings of this study included 
women gaining support, encouragement, and accountability within the group, something 
they acknowledged was absent without the collected interaction with other academic 
women (Faulconer et al., 2010). Without a sense of belonging and individuals with whom 
to empathize, the journey was more difficult and student’s felt isolated or alone and may 
have stood out amongst her peers (Rittner & Trudeau, 1997).  
Mothers, women of color, and lesbian, or queer women in doctoral studies were at 
a disadvantage for finding mentors as there was a lack of publically identifiable women 




executive administrative roles (Allan, 2011; Busch, 1985; Fay, 1989; Mason et al., 2013; 
Sallee, 2011a; Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004; Weidman & Stein, 2003; Wolf-Wendel & 
Ward, 2006; Young & Brooks, 2008). Emphasis on the need for women to have a 
supportive and encouraging network to assist them through their doctoral program was a 
sentiment shared by many researchers (Allan, 2011; Busch, 1985; Fay, 1989; Heinrich, 
1996; Mason et al., 2013; Sallee, 2011a; Schlemper, 2011; Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004; 
Weidman & Stein, 2003; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2006; Young & Brooks, 2008).  
Whitewashed: Layers of Identity 
 Most research dedicated to women in higher education with a focus on 
motherhood or family status was absent of the diversity and intersectionality of women. 
To ignore, disregard, or omit race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, age, 
family status, economic status, or any identity a mother possesses was to continue the 
perpetuation of ”others” in the story of women (hooks, 1981). Literature reviewed for this 
research agenda was primarily focused on ”women in the academy” or ”mothers in the 
academy” and often times the diverse identities women held in tandem with being female 
and mother were overlooked to form a cohesive vision of solidarity in the fight against 
sexism. This exclusion inadvertently created research rooted in ”white women in the 
academy” or ”white mothers in the academy.” This was an important omission to 
acknowledge and address in order to collectively compile authentic, lived experiences of 
doctoral student mothers. The hope of this section was to introduce uniqueness of the 





The terms “women of color” and “sexual identity” was in direct disregard for the 
multitudes of racial, ethnic, cultural, and sexual spectrum identities woman occupy and 
the overview and information provided in this analysis is by no means exhaustive in 
nature. It was inclusive of available research that draws connection to the topic of 
doctoral student mothers and a sample of literature on HESA and academics within 
higher education that explores the experiences of intersectionality in identities. This 
assisted in providing awareness of how these added layers of identity impact doctoral 
student mothers in HESA programs. 
Women faculty experienced a chilly climate as was described, and women of 
color and lesbian faculty faced greater discrimination in the academy (Cooper, 2002). 
Thandi Sulé (2011) discussed openly in her study of tenured Black woman faculty that 
“race matters in academe” (p. 151). This was reiterative of bell hooks’ (1981) research 
and the establishment that race and sex were inseparable. Thandi Sulé (2011) stated the 
identity of Black women in the academy was dependent on how others treat them, 
leaving their own identity definition out of their control. This was further emphasized 
with reports from women of color and lesbian faculty feeling isolated, marginalized, and 
often being treated as tokens in regards to their role within a department (Cooper, 2002). 
“Racialization” of research was an additional reality for women with identified identities 
beyond gender, meaning that the research conducted by women of color, or lesbians was 
expected to be seeded in that marginalized identity (Bassett, 2002; Talburt, 2000).  
Current literature presented some research on marginalized populations 
experiencing graduate school through various perspectives and lived experiences, this 




include intersections of identities doctoral students possess (Bates, 2015; Cooper, 2002; 
Gonzalez et al., 2002; Lark & Croteau, 1998; Shavers & Moore, 2014; Talburt, 2000; 
Thandi Sulé, 2011; Truong & Museus, 2012; Zeligman et al., 2015). There was research 
that explored the experiences of students of color, often categorized by racial identity, 
and lesbian, gay, and bisexual students and this provided discourse and context for 
further investigation (Bates, 2015; Cooper, 2002; Truong & Museus, 2012). By and large, 
research stated that students of color and students representing marginalized populations 
experienced education differently and often incurred additional obstacles while working 
to complete degrees (Bates, 2015; Gonzalez et al., 2002; Lark & Croteau, 1998; Shavers 
& Moore, 2014; Truong & Museus, 2012; Zeligman et al., 2015).  
There were common themes identified through literature regarding students of 
color in doctoral programs including: experiencing racism, feelings of isolation, and self-
doubt, extreme invisibility or the opposite, standing out amongst their peers, many 
experience imposter phenomenon, a lack of support, and witness few people of color in 
their faculty role models (Bates, 2015; Gonzalez et al., 2002; Shavers & Moore, 2014; 
Truong & Museus, 2012; Zeligman et al., 2015). Truong and Museus (2012) found that 
graduate students of color would rely on coping skills such as seeking support, relying on 
spirituality, and confronting an oppressor in graduate school; skills often gained while 
experiencing racist environments in undergraduate education.  
Zeligman et al. (2015) conducted research on women of color beginning a 
doctoral program and specifically noted the consideration of children/childbearing in the 
decision-making process as their life observation and cited research determining having 




experiencing new racial and cultural awareness, a need to set an example for other 
women of color, and a yearning to know other women of color in programs across their 
campus (Zeligman et al., 2015). These findings were significant in that they were specific 
to the experiences of women of color and this exposed knowledge allowed for better 
understanding of these distinctive realities. 
Research regarding class differences represented in higher education was not 
often specific to graduate studies, although what exists was helpful in identifying 
launching sites for further study. Social class was something rarely talked about within 
America and this was even truer within educational settings (hooks, 1994). In bell hooks’ 
(1994) book, Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom, she 
dedicated one chapter to the issue of class in the academy. The first resounding finding 
hooks’ (1994) pointed out was there exist a necessity for students to learn, adhere to and 
change when entering academia; these changes emulated the bourgeois values found 
within institutions of higher education. Not doing this can lead to being ostracized and 
silenced from those within the academy (Anderson, 1996; hooks, 1994; Ryan & Sackrey, 
1996). Silencing can lead to the inability to create community, participate in classroom 
and extra-curricular activity leading to withdrawal and this can cause powerlessness that 
leads to attrition (hooks, 1994; Ryan, & Sackrey, 1996). Excluding class from the 
conversation regarding lived experiences of students, of any identity, program, or level of 
education, perpetuates the elimination of voices and was therefore necessary to be 
included in discussions of authentic experiences in higher education.  
A more disturbing existence in research includes ideologies of women stifling the 




with micro-aggressive behaviors, Cooper (2002) called this “posing as allies” (p. 382), 
while sending messages to women of color that they do not belong, creating an 
environment even more difficult to navigate (hooks, 1981; Thandi Sulé, 2011). The 
whiteness in feminism was exposed and continued to be preserved, if not directly, 
indirectly with continued investigation of women’s experiences with a lack of attention 
on the diversity of women (Arndt, 2005; hooks, 1981, 2000). This coupled with the 
identification of preserved whiteness in HESA programs sets up a troubling opportunity 
to ignore the influence of white dominance in higher education and feminist research 
(Bondi, 2012; Carter et al., 2007; Schmitz, 2010). Research studies find whiteness 
permeating HESA programs, and student affairs departments and this whiteness was 
referred to as a property that includes othering people of color and was filled with 
assumptions and biases impacting the experiences of students, staff, and faculty (Bondi, 
2012; Schmitz, 2010). It was important to be vigilant in research and practice of the 
undeniable certainty that multiple identities impact experience and it was in this vain that 
this research agenda was approached. 
Socialization of a Doctoral Student 
Socialization was the transmission of cultural norms, values, knowledge, and 
skills that existed within an organization (Mendoza, 2007; Tierney & Rhoads, 1993). 
There was a distinct and intentional socialization process for students entering a doctoral 
program which occurred through “interactions with faculty and peers and was shaped by 
features of a(n) (academic) discipline” (Sallee, 2001a, p. 180). This procedural 
introduction to the norms of academia presented in a manner that assumed obtaining a 




this primacy (Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 2011a; 2011b). Weidman, Twale, and 
Stein (2001) developed a conceptual framework to better understand the “perilous 
passage” of socialization for graduate students (p. 641). This exploration unveiled 
universal criteria graduate students should meet to be properly socialized to academic life 
(Weidman et al., 2001). A recurrent expectation evident across disciplines was for 
students to develop a new identity and abandon previous values when entering graduate 
school to feel adequately indoctrinated within their academic community, a troubling 
expectation for mothers who may be accustomed to placing their first and highest priority 
as caring and providing for her children (Weidman et al., 2001). It can be overwhelming 
to hear that to socialize properly into a doctoral degree program one must put all other 
things aside to allow focus on the academic expectations.  
Weidman and Stein (2003) used the framework developed by Weidman et al. 
(2001) to conduct a study that addressed the socialization of doctoral students through 
student perceptions of the scholarly and collegial climate of their academic program. 
Their overall findings indicated socialization of a doctoral student was related to the level 
of engagement students have and their perception of how much they are encouraged to 
participate by faculty. Weidman and Stein (2003) found students felt they must create and 
involve themselves in social and scholarly interaction amongst their peers and faculty to 
establish a strong foundation for their future as a student and a professional. These 
interactions included in class interaction and additional research or teaching opportunities 
often available as supplement to outside coursework. Weidman and Stein (2003) 
continued to emphasize this piece of socialization remarking that these early interactions 




greater success as future researchers and scholars (p. 641). Adding a social component to 
the relationships of faculty and peers within a graduate program and an expectation of 
additional study through research or teaching projects outside of the required coursework 
provides broadened expectations for doctoral students to invest of themselves above and 
beyond the academic requirements of the program. This was something many mothers 
were unable to commit to and accomplish as it required time and effort above the 
required hours of coursework and studies, this was extremely difficult if their time was 
limited and occupied with outside familial commitments.  
The intent of doctoral socialization was to provide students with the knowledge 
and expectations of their program, institution, and new responsibilities in order for them 
to achieve success. Students felt pressured to understand and conform to the norms and 
expectations of their program, peers, and faculty as these standards provided navigation 
tools for students toward success within a department (Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 
2011a, 2011b, Weidman & Stein, 2003). The reality of the intensity of a doctoral 
program came quickly and many students discovered the workload associated with 
coursework, and research expectations were overwhelming and greater than they 
expected (Seligman, 2012). For most doctoral students setting new schedules to include 
the time commitments of studying, reading, and social expectations of coursework or 
socialization is difficult (Rittner & Trudeau, 1997, Seligman, 2012). 
 Socialization in a doctoral program includes “pressures to conform” to the 
established standards and they were a powerful force evident throughout a student’s 
experience (Rittner & Trudeau, 1997, p. 107). Sallee’s (2011a; 2011b) work focused on 




disregarded in most literature regarding the topic. Sallee (2011a) addressed this in an 
introduction, not by highlighting the differences between the male and female 
experiences, but instead focused on the values that are gendered. Sallee (2011a) did this 
with the intention to expand the models of doctoral student socialization to include 
gender influence. While not specific to either gender, Sallee (2011a) found successful and 
honored students are frequently students appearing to have little to no life responsibilities 
outside of school. Sallee (2011a) acknowledged it was in interactions with existing 
members where graduate students begin to learn about their academic environment and 
its expectations.  
Feeling overwhelmed and conflicted with priorities and pre-conceived notions 
regarding the expectations of seeking a doctoral degree was typical for graduate students 
and as students try to identify what it took to be successful, and took cues from literature 
surrounding doctoral student socialization, many attempted to identify others within the 
academy with whom they could relate (Sallee, 2011a). While researchers have addressed 
the need for female camaraderie in the academy, they only briefly mention the subject 
within the larger context of managing graduate school (Rittner & Trudeau, 1997). Many 
contributions to the literature served as how to books for women; providing outlines, 
checklist and descriptions of what to expect in graduate school and not addressing the 
lived experience of students, specifically mothers. Greater consideration and further 
research was necessary to address the specific socialization and experiences of mothers in 
order to influence cultural change. The emotional, physical, and intellectual demands of 
graduate school were different for mothers and current literature did not address this 




experience of women in higher education, often specific to professionals in the academy 
and described an environment of high demands in time, energy, and investment of self.  
The Field of Higher Education and 
Student Affairs 
 
Higher Education Student  
Affairs Socialization 
 
Socialization into the field of higher education and student affairs (HESA) often 
was achieved through experiences prior to enrollment in a doctoral program. Many 
students chose to pursue a doctoral degree in the field in which they found themselves 
already having had work experience. This was no different for students working in or 
pursuing continued education through doctoral studies, understanding the intricacies of 
the academy was often started as an undergraduate student experiencing college, working 
on campus, or gaining experience as a graduate assistant or professional. While research 
regarding the specific process and experience of socialization into a HESA doctoral 
program was not prevalent, literature associated with academia and general doctoral 
programs will be used to formulate this discussion.  
Mothers in Higher Education 
 Evaluating the entirety of the academic pipeline in higher education and student 
affairs, from student to professional, presented a holistic perspective for women, 
particularly mothers, in higher education. This pipeline could lead to a life within 
academic affairs as a professor, or toward the life of an administrator in student affairs, a 
combination of administrative and professor duties, or outside of these positions if a 
woman decides to leave the pipeline for any variety of reasons. While there were 




or administrator, and this was what will be explored for this literature review. It was 
typical for a student to have an idea of future professional goals when they entered a 
doctoral program and in order to map out their intentions, students had some sense of 
understanding of the opportunities, environment, and reality of a desired position as they 
transitioned toward their professional goals. This section of the literature review 
examined the existing empirical data pertaining to mothers in the field of higher 
education and student affairs and was inclusive of both faculty and student affairs 
administrative research as the uniqueness of higher education and work for women within 
the academy ties between career paths. Additionally, women pursuing terminal doctoral 
degrees in higher education often chose the faculty, or the practitioner side of higher 
education and understanding both journeys was important for doctoral student mothers as 
many were still unsure of their intentions following degree attainment.  
Mothers as Faculty 
Gradually over 30 years, exploration of women in higher education has increased 
and included the experience of motherhood (Compton & Palmer, 2009; Mason et al., 
2013; Nidiffer & Bashaw, 2001; Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 2011a; 2011b; Ward & 
Wolf-Wendel, 2004; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2003; 2006). In their discussion of academic 
motherhood, Ward and Wolf-Wendel (2004) examined the institutional environment 
surrounding tenure and the incongruences between men and women pursuing and 
attaining tenure while having a family, the research focused mainly on woman as they 
still ‘bear the brunt of childrearing responsibilities” (p. 234). Ward and Wolf-Wendel 
(2004) interviewed 29 tenure track women with young children in order to answer the 




professional roles at research universities?” (p. 234). The findings were not all 
forbidding, Ward and Wolf-Wendel (2004) identified benefits for faculty mothers 
through discussion of the autonomy of an academic career that allows for flexible work 
hours resulting in time with children on schedules they define. Many faculty women 
interviewed described pride in their jobs that boosted their quality of life and made them 
better mothers (Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004). Ward and Wolf-Wendel (2004) embedded 
the negative components of the women’s reality in the positive attributes of a faculty 
position. Ultimately, their findings included a call to action that demands an examination 
of existing practices and policies regarding tenure attainment as well as hopes for 
continued research on work and family integration. These recommendations were another 
step toward a better culture, but the overall tone and emphasis on the positive qualities for 
mothers of the job create a complacency that overlooks the inequities women face as 
tenure track professors. This provided agency for women in holding a position with 
autonomy and additionally Ward and Wolf-Wendel (2004) acknowledged the benefits the 
career path included were its freedom, flexibility, and perspective. The attention to the 
benefits seemed to imply the inequities were the price to be paid for these benefits, which 
did not provide the ignition to influence a change in the culture. Additionally, this was a 
benefit for those women privileged to accept full time faculty roles, not the adjunct or 
term positions many women found themselves possessing (Goulden et al., 2009; Mason 
et al., 2013; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], United States Department 
of Education, 2012). 
Adding to the research regarding managing the complexities of a faculty position 




consider when getting pregnant, broadened the conversation of gender issues in higher 
education. The practice of timing pregnancy to be out on summer months, hiding desires 
for family, and the fear of having a baby before securing tenure were common 
occurrences in the 21st century academy (Armenti, 2004). This fear and silence women 
experienced prior to attaining tenure created uneasiness for graduate students coming up 
as potential faculty as it reinforced the negative perceptions of woman with children, and 
continued to reiterate the tensions between family and academia. Carmen Armenti’s 
(2004) research in “May babies and post-tenure babies” presented personal experiences 
of women timing childbirth as a tenure-seeking faculty member. She connected her 
research with existing qualitative studies to find children posed a threat to tenure for 
women and Armenti (2004) exposed how ill-prepared academic programs are for faculty 
pregnancy, and maternity leave. She found many women would postpone having children 
in order to gain tenure and if able, hide pregnancy with childbirth taking place in the 
summer months preventing a new mother from having to take time away from her 
professor job (Armenti, 2004).  
The findings reported in Armenti’s (2004) article were disturbing and brought to 
light how few institutions have addressed equity for women in their navigation of 
maternity details and this subject still seems to be unchartered territory. The article 
provided reinforcement of the idea that institutions of higher education were gendered 
and still favors a man’s life course. These outcomes supported the need for additional 





Men received the majority of tenured faculty positions despite the fact more 
women have received doctoral degrees each year for the past seven years (National 
Center for Education Statistics [NCES], United States Department of Education, 2012). 
Mason et al. (2013) established family formation as a critical factor in women’s tenure 
and they attributed more women in the second tier contingent of professorships was a 
result of their decision to have a family. Ward and Wolf-Wendel (2004) discussed the 
societal expectation for women to maintain the majority of child rearing responsibilities 
as well as the stress of maintaining both a career toward a tenured faculty position and 
motherhood. They described the idea of the “second shift” often experienced by faculty 
women; a term coined in 1989 by Hochschild and Machung in a book with the same title 
meaning working full time outside the home as well as tending to their second shift at 
home as full time mother. The combined results of reviews of research established the 
fact the system did not address the issues women face, and mothers found themselves 
caught in situations inducing fear, and silence. This was not unique to faculty, other 
professionals in higher education, specifically student affairs administrators, have similar 
challenges that combined with the unique characteristics of student affairs and resulted in 
negative systemic and cultural realities. 
The understanding and exploration of faculty mothers was an important 
discussion to be included in this conversation for two reasons in particular: (a) many of 
the doctoral student mothers working in student affairs intentionally obtained a doctoral 
degree with aspirations to teach in some capacity in their future and (b) the faculty who 
were mothers and teaching doctoral student mothers represented a model of a potential 




supplemental opportunity to gain academic interaction, or provide growth in their 
professional experience. Having a terminal degree is commonly a necessity to obtain a 
faculty position, adjunct or full-time, and understanding and noting the experiences of 
faculty mothers was an important consideration to incorporate in this discussion. 
Mothers as Administrators and 
Student Affairs Practitioners 
 
The profession of student affairs was a demanding field committed to student 
service that emerged as institutions of higher education began the holistic development of 
their students (Bailey, 2011; Hughes, 1989; Nuss, 1996, Yakaboski & Donahoo, 2011).  
The characteristics of the profession were centered in a feminist ethic that places value on 
a nurturing nature, supportiveness, and relationships with students; traits often attributed 
to women, especially mothers, and undervalued with association to domestic 
responsibilities (Hughes, 1989). While these values for student affairs practitioners were 
positive, being committed to providing these behaviors demands professional 
expectations of availability 24/7, and emotionally exhausting interactions with students, 
similar to the roles of mothers, and fulfilling both of these roles concurrently was difficult 
to accomplish. All of these expectations and valuing of feminized characteristics was 
juxtaposed with institutional principles in higher education rooted in a system esteeming 
maleness as synonymous with power and leadership; apparent in the continued 
unevenness of men in upper level administrative roles and women heavily centered in 
mid level management (Cumings Mansfield et al., 201; Faulconer et al., 2010; Goulden et 
al., 2009; Hughes, 1989; Marshall, 2009; Mason & Goulden, 2002). This dichotomous 
valuing of feminine qualities for work responsibilities yet failing to advance and reward 




Providing student centered service, what student affairs strive to achieve, insinuates an 
element of caring that cultivated emotional connections to the professional role of 
administrator and as a human service inclines individuals to develop codependent 
relationships that cause difficulty in setting limits (Bailey, 2011; Hughes, 1989; Manning, 
2001). Women often participated in what Tierney and Bensimon (1996) called” smile 
work” (p. 83) and “mom work” (p. 85) in order to accommodate the expectations of 
being a women in the work environment. Smile work consisted of constantly appearing 
agreeable and pleasing in order to accommodate others and this can be costly by way of 
the effect it has on the women practicing the act (Tierney & Bensimon, 1996). Like smile 
work, mom work was also an accommodation tactic women practice in order to fit the 
nurturing and caretaking roles they are expected fulfill (Tierney & Bensimon, 1996). 
When women did not participate in these behaviors, they were often seen as cold, 
unavailable, and unable to work collegially (Tierney & Bensimon, 1996).  
Student affairs circumstances presented work-life balance challenges for 
individuals as it encouraged long hours with evening and weekend work often requiring 
24 hour a day, 7 day a week commitments resulting in burn out and reluctance to pursue 
advancement in a position within student affairs (Bailey, 2011; Dale, 2007; Nobbe & 
Manning, 1997; Padulo, 2001; Yakaboski & Donahoo, 2011). For mothers in student 
affairs positions, the high level expectations of time and necessity for emotional 
availability within the job interfered with their personal life on levels higher than they 
were willing to accept and often times their compensation did not reflect the level of 
education that was required to fulfill the position (Bailey, 2011; Dale, 2007; Marshall, 




this collision of professional and personal roles was important in order to develop greater 
environments for current and future student affairs professionals. When student affairs 
work was coupled with the additional expectations of being a mother, demonstrating 
ever-present care and support in the private and professional life led to exhaustion and a 
lack of self-care.  
Marshall’s (2009) exploratory study sought understanding of the life women 
higher education administrators lived and opened with the realization that women at the 
executive level in institutions are less likely to be married or have children than their 
male counterparts. Marshall (2009) interviewed mothers in positions at the professional 
level of dean or higher to learn how they negotiate their personal and professional lives. 
She acknowledged women are concentrated in mid level administration and those that 
have achieved high-level positions have made a conscience self-investment to achieve 
their desired positions. This led to a question scholars across disciplines speculated; were 
women choosing to not advance in higher positions, or was the environment not 
providing adequate support for them to advance (Apter, 1993; Marshall, 2009; Stone, 
2007)? Marshall’s (2009) findings are riddled with stories inclusive of guilt, sacrificial 
trade-offs in a mothers’ personal and professional life, limitations to self-care, and 
relationship strain. Her research study concluded with an explanation of benefits 
experienced by the mothers, both personal and professional and included self pride, a 
positive impact on society, and independent financial stability (Marshall, 2009).  
The intensity of demands specific to the field of student affairs created a unique 
struggle that was not heavily researched to provide greater understanding and potential 




the lack of research regarding the specific obstacles overcome by “high-achieving 
women”(p. 85) working in student affairs administration in her attempted analysis of 
existing literature and ultimate contribution of tools to assist women in executive roles 
within higher education. Yakaboski and Donahoo (2011) reviewed research on women 
administrators to find that most scholarship relied on historical research, “anecdotal 
narratives” regarding women in the profession, and dissertations to provide a summary of 
literature that brought to light the difficulty women in student affairs have with balancing 
personal and professional life (p. 270). There was an acknowledged dependency on 
studies found in dissertations within the Yakaboski and Donahoo (2011) article and the 
authors urged continued dialogue through more scholarly research outside of doctoral 
degree requirements. There are recommendations and strategies for women to achieve 
success in the field of student affairs provided in literature, specifically Fochtman (2011) 
reiterated the suggestion of mentoring, the importance of being “tapped for leadership,” 
(p. 101,) and the need to find a balance in one’s personal and professional life. Yakaboski 
and Donahoo (2011) appealed for research of women in the field of student affairs to 
bring to light the expectations of the field and how this influences women’s experiences. 
Marshall’s (2009) findings included a plea to evaluate and change policy and practice in 
unsupportive cultures. These calls to action require continued research and more women 
in positions of leadership and influence who are also mothers, creating a ‘chicken and 
egg’ scenario as those women are not advancing because their positions and role of 
mother do not allow it.  
Women in higher education face obstacles from the onset of their professional 




the beginning for doctoral student mothers continuing through the professional life within 
higher education and student affairs. It was important this issue gained attention and 
reform began for women and mothers in the system. Developing and engaging in 
research of women in the field of higher education and student affairs in roles of student, 
faculty and student affairs practitioner was a starting point toward transformation. 
Additional research could discuss and expose the lived experiences of women in the 
throws of student affairs and child rearing to allow women to identify, learn from, and 
develop strategies to address the difficulties experienced both professionally and 
personally. Additionally, greater research and awareness could ignite a cultural shift 
within the field of student affairs that would more supportively allow women with 
children to continue and advance within the profession. From these instances of 
knowledge and growth, small effects can be felt and these could encourage evolvement 
within small corners of the academy. 
Graduate Student Mothers 
As has been discussed, women in the academy had distinctive experiences that 
were unique in institutions of higher education; the challenges for mothers often 
accentuate the nuances found in the HESA field. Research for all mothers in the academy 
was fairly limited and exploring the beginning stages for women coming through the 
pipeline could provide insight that will carry through the career pathway that informed to 
create better environments in the future. Getting to the final decision to pursue a terminal 
degree was time consuming, emotional, and involved the evaluation of many aspects of 
an individual’s life (Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Rovaris, 2006; Schlemper, 2011; 




challenges to consider when becoming a doctoral student mother, those pragmatic 
realities of life as a doctoral student, and the pressures of motherhood, both external and 
internal (Green, 2004; Henderson et al., 2015; Lynch, 2008; Mason & Goulden, 2004; 
Mason et al., 2013; O’Brien Hallstein, 2006; Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Rovaris, 2006; 
Schlemper, 2011; Seligman, 2012; Vaccaro, 2011b). The practical realities included 
financial considerations, time management with other life priorities, and the stress of 
participating in the role as doctoral student to an adequate and expected level (Lynch, 
2008; Mason & Goulden, 2004; Mason et al., 2013). A second challenge a mother 
considered was living up to the societal and internal pressures of being an ‘ideal mother’ 
while navigating the role of doctoral student (Green, 2004; Lynch, 2008; Mason et al., 
2013; O’Brien Hallstein, 2006; Schlemper, 2011; Seligman, 2012).  
Attending graduate school can be expensive and mother’s responsible for the well 
being, financial and otherwise, of children must make special considerations to the 
financial implications of becoming a doctoral student. Single mothers without the 
financial support of a partner, or partnered mothers without additional means to attend 
graduate school, must seek financial resources in order to attend. These options could 
include institutional assistantships, part-time or full-time work, and/or academic loans. 
Students often forego full time professional work while they pursue doctorate degrees, 
and according to Mason et al. (2013) this weighed on graduate students’ decisions 
whether or not to have children. Individuals aware of the high cost to have a child may 
not be comfortable with the decision to increase their family size when their time is 
devoted to academics, not working to provide financial means for a family (Mason et al., 




available as a student, and determine if they are capable of financially contributing what 
is necessary for their family while attending graduate school. 
Mothers working as student affairs practitioners and pursuing doctoral studies can 
have financial experiences different than those described above. Student affairs doctoral 
students often have benefits of more available assistantships on campus than students 
studying other disciplines, as they are often limited to teaching assistantships. The field 
of higher education and student affairs provided easy access to graduate students on 
campus through administrative, student support, and teaching opportunities. Institutions 
often relied on students with student affairs experience to fill positions on campus and 
assist with all aspects of university life. Additionally, some doctoral students in student 
affairs roles remained employed full-time at an institution while they completed their 
studies and many universities provided tuition remission for their employees, which can 
significantly decrease the cost to attend graduate school. These benefits can provide 
support to doctoral student mothers not available through other graduate programs or 
fields of study. 
In general, graduate students faced an array of challenges that were unique to the 
experience of attending graduate school and these do not cease to exist when life 
intervenes (Seligman, 2012). Rittner and Trudeau (1997) inferred academic work took 
over the life of a student with its high expectations and need to conform to a culture 
prioritizing academics over everything. This type of obstacle served as a deterrent for 
mothers to avoid such an environment when they were committed to raising children, a 
task that cannot be ignored. Additionally, research states students who found support 




these relationships assisted students with creating a sense of belonging and resulted in 
more satisfying and productive work through graduate school (Allan, 2011; Mason, et al., 
2013; Sallee, 2011a; Schlemper, 2011). For student mothers, this was more difficult 
because of the lack of women who similarly identify as a mother in their academic sphere 
of students, administrators, and faculty (Faulconer et al., 2010; Goulden et al., 2009; 
Cumings Mansfield et al., 2010; Marshall, 2009; Martinez-Alemán & Renn, 2002; Mason 
& Goulden, 2002). These barriers along with an environment not specifically versed in 
acceptance of outside priorities, such as motherhood, created a difficult situation for 
mothers to enter.  
Lynch (2008), Mason et al., (2013), and Mason and Goulden (2004) researched 
the specific role children play in the lives of doctoral student mothers. Their overall and 
resounding determination was that having children in the academy and while being a 
doctoral student mattered and influenced the experience of being a student (Lynch, 2008; 
Mason & Goulden, 2004; Mason et al., 2013). Specifically, Mason et al.’s (2013) 
research examined the possibility of becoming a parent in graduate school and their 
findings stated students have significant reactions and formulated reasons for avoiding 
having children while they attend school even though the schedule of a student often 
presents schedule flexibility and a built in community. Mason et al. (2013) described the 
idea of women having children or becoming pregnant while in graduate school to be 
“fundamentally incompatible” (p. 11), causing disruption difficult to overcome and 
stopping out of a doctoral program for maternity leave or family care can be detrimental 
(Lynch, 2008; Stimpson & Filer, 2011). Lynch (2008) attributed the path of higher 




child rearing being societal expectations of a mother’s duties and mothers are to provide 
more of themselves than fathers to the care of children (Douglas & Michaels, 2004; 
Goulden et al., 2009; Ruddick, 2009). Further depth contributing to difficulty for mothers 
pursuing continued education was the perceptions acknowledged in research implying 
student mothers have compromised commitment to their academics and childless women 
are more serious about their educational and professional advancement (Mason et al., 
2013; Seligman, 2012). This was in contradiction to perceptions of men with children, as 
fathers often emerged as more mature and better capable to handle their work (Mason et 
al., 2013). This dichotomy of thought was an example of unjust perceptions and provided 
further tension for a mother considering graduate school. Research identified a lack of 
role models within the academic community, added struggles to maintain academic and 
personal priorities, and a fear that having a child demonstrates less commitment to 
academic success and this can create a hostile environment with childless counterparts 
which generated a challenging path to navigate for doctoral student mothers (Lynch, 
2008; Mason et al., 2013; Seligman, 2012). Mothers who were aware of these insights 
must be willing to pursue education in spite of them and must repeatedly demonstrate and 
reiterate their commitment and abilities to be successful. 
The societal impact of the “ideal mother” concept was explored earlier in greater 
depth within this chapter, here I addressed how this idea pertains to the decision making 
process of becoming a doctoral student. Some view returning to school as a self-serving 
investment because education gives knowledge to an individual and can require a student 
to maintain self-centered concentration to achieve success (Marshall, 2009; Seligman, 




their new lack of participation in outside activities once they begin a graduate program, 
this action can appear as “anti-social behavior” that leads to familial guilt trips and 
perceived isolation (Seligman, 2012). Additionally, being selfish was in direct opposition 
to the socially constructed idea of an ideal mother many women felt pressured to 
maintain (O’Brien Hallstein, 2006). So many descriptions of an ideal or good mother 
required women to be all caring, self-sacrificing, cheerful, and accepting of limited 
agency in the world; the very same characteristics expected in student affairs’ holistic 
approach to student-centered service (Bailey, 2011; Dale, 2007; Green, 2004; Manning, 
2001; Nobbe & Manning, 1997; Nuss, 1996; O’Brien Hallstein, 2006; Padulo, 2001). 
Expectations to provide this type of environment and so much of oneself can lead to 
exhaustive levels that were detrimental to a person (Dale, 2007; Henderson et al., 2015). 
This ideological idea caused pressure for women in regards to her well being both 
professionally and personally when it influenced her self-assessment (Green, 2006; 
Henderson et al., 2015; O’Brien Hallstein, 2006; Ruddick, 2009). This made prioritizing 
self within the context of family incredibly difficult and resulted in a point of tension for 
mothers contemplating the pursuit of a doctoral degree. 
Being a doctoral student mother while working in student affairs provided 
challenges not fully explored or identified through empirical research. What exists was 
limited and includes a disjointed glimpse within other research agendas and this did not 
sufficiently address the specific barriers for student mothers in the field. Additional 
investigation was necessary to provide a comprehensive understanding of higher 
education’s environmental impact on the doctoral student mother pursuing a degree and 




intersecting identities doctoral student mothers possess in order to more accurately 
understand her lived experiences. Graduate school offers benefits of flexibility with 
personal time management that can make having children or planning a family during 
doctoral studies a possibility. Institutions could provide better services for graduate 
student mothers and create programs focused on supporting all students if they knew 
more about the students they serve. Specifically, understanding a mother’s journey 
through higher education could shed light on not only the student experience, but the 
pipeline in higher education as well and could instigate transformation within the system 








 Shedding light on the experiences of doctoral student mothers working in the field 
of higher education and student affairs progressing through professional pipelines and 
social communities filled with obstacles and challenges was integral to the future success 
of higher education and the well being of the women involved as doctoral student 
mothers (Hall & Sandler, 1982; Henderson, 2015; Henderson, Harmon, & Houser, 2010; 
Henderson et al., 2015; Lynch, 2008; Marshall, 2009; Mason & Goulden, 2004; Mason et 
al., 2013; Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004). Exploring the experiences of these doctoral 
student mothers and how these contribute to their development toward self-authorship 
allowed for a greater understanding and examples to others identifying with their journey. 
This chapter provided an overview of the epistemology, theoretical perspective, method 
of inquiry, and data analysis for this research.  
 Crotty (2010) identified four elements for development of a research project: 
epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology, and method. There must be 
congruency and thoughtful consideration of each of these components to ensure an 
appropriate research process has been enlisted. I used Crotty’s (2010) framework to form 
my research study in which I created an ethnographically informed, narrative seeking 
description of doctoral student mothers practicing as student affairs professionals. This 




Q1: How are women developing toward a self-authored existence in their 
overloaded and conflicting roles of student affairs practitioner, doctoral 
student, and mother? 
 
Q2: Do the gender performance expectations of the roles of student affairs 
practitioner, doctoral student, and mother impact the process of 
development toward self-authorship?  
 
Q3: Can women simultaneously be in varying stages of self-authorship in their 
roles of student affairs practitioner, doctoral student, and mother? 
 
Interpretivist Epistemology 
I used interpretivist epistemological assumptions to guide this research. An 
interpretivist epistemology was concerned with understanding, and assumed individuals 
socially construct their realities and meaning making based on their interactions and lived 
experiences with others and therefore implied multiple realities exist (Creswell, 2009; 
Crotty, 2010; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011; Merriam, 2009). Interpretivist research 
recognized self-reflection within qualitative research and stressed the researcher be the 
interpreter of data and relied on the experience and understanding of participants to 
produce outcomes (Brooke, 2013; Creswell, 2009). Brooke (2013) stated interpretivism 
was correlated with the hermeneutic tradition as it too sought developed and deeper 
understating, “verstehen,” (p. 431), and posited human interpretation and understanding 
were inextricably entwined (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011). 
A reciprocal relationship between the participants and myself, as researcher, 
relied on the created interactions to develop a collaborative understanding of the 
participants’ progression toward self-authorship as it pertained to their roles as student 
affairs practitioner, doctoral student, and mother (Creswell, 2009; Merriam, 2009). The 
use of an interpretivist epistemology was appropriate as the study focused on my 




assumptions in the context of their interactions to make meaning of their multiple role 
participation (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011; Merriam, 2009). Additionally, an empathetic 
interaction with each participant allowed me to value the experiences of participants and 
empower them through listening to their stories, stories not often given the opportunity to 
be heard, interactions, and empowerment further emphasized the use of the interpretive 
epistemology (Brooke, 2013; Ferguson & Ferguson, 2000; Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). 
Emphasizing in the research study, my interpretivist epistemology recognized it was not 
just data being collected from participants, it was their voice and this was deeply 
integrated and connected with the subject being investigated (Brooke, 2013, p. 432).  
This epistemology, “how we know what we know,” influenced the approach to 
each research questions as interpretivism sought an explanation of experiences that were 
extracted through individuals’ accounts and then interpreted (Crotty, 2010; p. 8). 
Creswell (2009) stated the research questions did not call for a single “objective truth,” 
(p. 8). Instead each relied on the “complexity of views” (p. 42), assembled by experiences 
and interactions (Crotty, 2010). In this research study, I sought to provide a greater 
understanding of doctoral student mothers’ experiences as they related to their identities 
and journey toward a self-authored existence within the culture of their personal, 
professional, and educational setting to provide insight and understanding that 
empowered, supported, and inspired these women and others experiencing life as a 
doctoral student mother. 
Theoretical Framework 
 Identifying an appropriate theoretical framework for this research was important 




the ideal expectations women face in their roles as doctoral students, student affairs 
practitioners, and mothers demanded a theoretical framework that allows women to be 
the creator and manager of their behavior. The development theory of self-authorship 
provided opportunity for varied levels of achievement throughout a lifetime and 
described the changes in development individuals experience as they progress through 
life. In particular the framework of self-authorship allowed for evaluation of development 
stages as women took on additional roles, like mothers or doctoral students, and learned 
to navigate the roles, its expectations, and experiences resulting from the addition of an 
identity.  
Self-Authorship 
 This research was rooted in the theoretical framework of Baxter Magolda’s 
(1998) journey toward self-authorship which posits that constructing ones “own beliefs, 
identity and social relations” was needed to successfully navigate adult life (Baxter 
Magolda, 2008, p. 269). Women serving multiple roles as doctoral students, student 
affairs practitioners, and mothers were bombarded with messaging describing how to be 
the ideal master of each role. Women were given examples and images of what being 
successful means as a mother, doctoral student, and student affairs practitioner. Mass 
media portrays the perfect mother providing a clean home with healthy, home-prepared 
food ready for the loving, smiling children. A doctoral student received messages through 
readings for doctoral study that impress the importance of prioritizing research and 
studies above all else. A successful student affairs practitioner or faculty member was 
self-sacrificing to assist successful students through difficult challenges while providing 




be the proper mother, doctoral student, and student affairs practitioner. This research 
study sought to identify where women stood in their development toward living a self-
authored life, allowing for a better understanding of how they approached the overloaded 
and conflicting roles they navigated each day.  
Baxter Magolda (2008) defined self-authorship as “the internal capacity to define 
one’s beliefs, identity, and social relations” (p. 269), and “describing a shift of meaning-
making capacity from outside the self to inside the self” (p. 270), and was deemed 
necessary to meet adult expectations. Self-authorship was described as cyclical in nature 
and was dependent of an individual’s characteristics, experiences, and challenges (Baxter 
Magolda, 2008). This development model stemmed from Robert Kegan’s research of 
college student development and goals of the collegiate experience to include the 
maturation and preparation of students toward adulthood (Barber, 2014; Baxter Magolda, 
2008; Kegan, 1994). While Kegan focused on the development of undergraduate 
students, Baxter Magolda (2008) extended the theory as she longitudinally followed 
students through adulthood and began to discover additional properties of the model with 
maturation. The development of Baxter Magolda’s (2008) aging participants provided a 
link to this research of doctoral student mothers experiencing their journey toward self-
authorship (Baxter Magolda, 1998; 2008; 2014). The self-authorship development model 
was inclusive of three stages that are on a continuum in the journey toward self-
authorship with three elements of self-authorship presented upon arrival to this final stage 
(Baxter Magolda, 1998; 2008). The first stage of the journey was “uncritically following 
external formulas” which meant knowledge, ideas, beliefs, and values were gathered and 




Magolda, 1998, p. 27). The second stage was called “Crossroads” and was the filled with 
the tension between the external forces one was familiar with and the growing internal 
voice being constructing within an individual (Baxter Magolda, 1998, p. 28). The third 
and final stage was achieving self-authorship and developing individual based inner 
voice, which was then used to navigate adulthood (Baxter Magolda, 1998).  
Baxter Magolda (2008) described the third stage of self-authorship as cyclical and 
describes three elements of the journey within this stage necessary to build a self-
authored system. The three elements she described refer to an individual’s ability to 
internally: (a) trust voice, (b) build foundation, and (c) secure commitments (Baxter 
Magolda, 2008). Trusting one’s own voice means listening to the self-reaction to a 
situation and moving from awareness of to confidence in this voice (Baxter Magolda, 
2008). Building a personalized foundation came through continued trust of the inner 
voice and constructed a framework that acts as a guide for their reactions to reality 
(Baxter Magolda, 2008). Finally securing personal commitments was described as 
moving from understanding to living in the internal convictions ones’ own voice used to 
create the framework (Baxter Magolda, 2008).  
Baxter Magolda (2001b) identified three aspects of self-authorship inclusive of 
the cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal qualities of individuals. These three 
characteristics became integrated as a person becomes self-authored and the interplay 
between them begins to build the foundation that assists in the formation of a person’s 
grounded identity (Neumeister, 2007). It was important to understand the connection 





The cognitive dimension of self-authorship was also referred to as the 
epistemological dimension (Baxter Magolda, 2001b; Creamer & Laughlin, 2005; 
Neumeister, 2007). This dimension pertains to the how people know what they know 
portion of development and is of vital importance as Creamer and Laughlin (2005) stated 
the principle concern of self-authorship is “the cognitive process people use to make 
meaning” (p. 14). Creamer and Laughlin (2005) described this as the “criteria used to 
judge knowledge claims” (p. 23), and therefore the cognitive dimension sits at the center 
of this theory’s development. Both Kegan (1994) and Baxter Magolda (2001b) based 
their development of this theory on its cognitive principles.  
The second dimension, intrapersonal, referred to the internal knowledge an 
individual creates based on personal experiences and history and revolves around 
identity; specifically it is the Who am I? dimension (Baxter Magolda, 2001b, Neumeister, 
2007). To fully conceptualize this dimension one must acknowledge the integration of the 
established identity into the other dimensions, especially that of the cognitive (Baxter 
Magolda, 2008; Neumeister, 2007). Creamer and Laughlin (2005) expanded to include an 
individual’s own view of this identity was of great significance because an individual 
must understand their identity in order to achieve self-authorship. Understanding beliefs 
and construction of the internal self allows for a developed understanding of one’s 
identity (Baxter Magolda, 2001b; Creamer & Laughlin, 2005; Neumeister, 2007).  
The final dimension, interpersonal, related to the external understanding of a 
person’s surroundings and how this influences the individual (Baxter Magolda, 2001b). 
In addition to the contextual understanding, this was the dimension addressing the 




mean to imply self-centeredness, rather this allowed for an individual to establish and 
maintain relationships with individuals based on interdependence based on respect 
(Baxter Magolda, 2001b; Neumeister, 2007).  
While these three dimensions were introduced individually, it was important to 
stress actualized self-authorship was the integrated association of the three dimensions 
concurrently (Baxter Magolda, 2001a; Kegan, 1994). The simultaneous examination of 
these three dimensions interacting created the space to construct knowledge based on 
influence, experience, and internal beliefs to identify one’s own identity, and to develop 
relationships based on the first two dimensions.  
Using these three dimensions to explore the journey toward self-authorship gave 
foundational context to understanding the experiences the participants shared with me 
throughout this research. The cognitive dimension allowed me to gain insight by 
evaluating the participant’s construction of knowledge employed when each woman 
negotiated the challenges and obstacles found in their daily lives. The intrapersonal 
dimension provided an entry point to explore the “self” involvement of the doctoral 
student mothers in their journeys. The interpersonal dimension offered a vantage point to 
more fully understand the journey of self-authorship for the participants as it related to 
their surrounding environments. Having this well-rounded overview built by the 
development theory of self-authorship afforded a comprehensive examination of the 
women’s experiences. 
Self-authorship was a complex development theory I employed to understand how 
doctoral student mothers working in student affairs contextually progressed in 




development related to the conflicting roles. My use of the theory provided a guided 
narrative based on a surface level understanding of the theory and provided the 
scaffolding necessary to extract and organize my findings. I used the self-authorship 
development model within this research to explore the progression toward self-authorship 
each woman experienced as she performed her roles of student affairs practitioner, 
doctoral student, and mother. Seeking greater knowledge regarding how a women must 
negotiate extensive expectations while presenting gendered expectations within her 
simultaneous roles provided insight and understanding of specific obstacles, and coping 
strategies women employed as they navigated their three roles and worked toward 
becoming self-authored.  
The use of an interpretivist epistemology with influences of my identity as a 
feminist researcher and under the guidance of self-authorship development theory was an 
appropriate combination to approach this research because the three provide a significant 
focus on the women’s experiences to articulate and provide an in-depth understanding of 
experiencing a male-centric environment. Self-authorship theory was devoted to the 
personalized journey that was sought for this study. Self-authorship demanded attention 
on the complex and simultaneous existence of cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal 
passage that sought greater understanding and intersected well with the interpretivist 
epistemology of creating understanding based on interactions developing knowledge 
based on experiences. My approach as a researcher who identifies as a feminist sought to 





 I selected an ethnographically influenced narrative seeking qualitative 
methodology for this research study as it suitably tends toward the in-depth, immersive 
story telling of the culturally situated truths I was seeking in this study of doctoral student 
mothers who also are student affairs practitioners (Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 2010; Kohler 
Riessman, 2008). The combination of varying research methodologies influencing this 
qualitative study represented the combined techniques of inquiry used to extract stories 
from women simultaneously examining and experiencing doctoral education, 
motherhood, and practicing student affairs to more thoroughly understand the women’s 
experiences and journeys toward achieving lives through self-authored perspectives. 
Qualitative research was concerned with understanding people; their interpretations of 
their forms of expression, the construction of their worlds, and the meaning their 
experiences have for them (Merriam, 2009; Remler & Van Ryzin, 2011). Qualitative 
research focused on “meaning and understanding,” used the researcher as the primary 
instrument throughout the study to conduct and interpret data with a result of “rich” 
description that was disseminated to others (Merriam, 2009, pp. 14-16). This study 
employed these characteristics as I involved myself as a doctoral student mother who was 
also working in student affairs seeking interviews and interactions with doctoral student 
mothers to better understand and interpret the journey toward of self-authored 
development. Using methods associated with ethnography and narrative inquiry allowed 





Ethnography focused on “human society and culture” and relied on immersion 
into a site to ascertain information that allowed for “thick description” that was 
interpreted by the researcher (Merriam, 2009, pp. 27-28). Defining features of an 
ethnographic study included researcher immersion in the culture being studied; a 
complex and complete description of culture; a description that informed others on how 
the group works; identification of patterns found within the cultural context of 
participants; an emic description of experiences with an etic analysis; and extensive time 
of data collection (Creswell, 2013). It was vital to the question being asked in this 
research study that cultural comprehension existed to sufficiently explore the lived 
experiences of student affairs practicing, doctoral student mothers, and their intersecting 
identities associated with their role of professional, mother, and student. 
As a student affairs practicing, doctoral student mother I was connected, engaged, 
and currently immersed in the cultural experience of being a mother, student affair’s 
professional, and doctoral student. This existence gave me the ability to start this 
ethnographically influenced study without specific research necessary to immerse myself 
in a new or unknown situation. That established, I was conscious to my experience as 
independent, singular, and privileged as I identified as a cisgender, White, able bodied, 
straight woman from the middle class attending a predominantly white institution and 
working toward a terminal degree in education that was funded through my work for an 
institution and this was not to be expected of all participants within this study. The 




programs across the United States with awareness of intersecting identities of 
participants, both marginalized, and privileged.  
I developed, through extensive inquiry, as well as personally researched and lived 
context a broad understanding of the patterned sameness representative of the 
participants’ experiences holistically to define and describe the shared journey toward 
self-authored development and women experienced practicing of student affairs 
professionals who were also doctoral student women living and working in the United 
States (Creswell, 2013). The participant group brought varied perspectives and 
experiences and I worked to identify and articulate what sameness and differences made 
the group identifiable within their cultural context of this population of women. My 
researcher perspective was emic, as I was an insider within the group based on my 
previously stated identities, and because of this, the analysis of data did not have an etic 
perspective typically reported in ethnographies; another reason was the influence of 
ethnography employed and not a specific ethnographic study (Creswell, 2013). The 
timeline for this research was not fully ethnographic as 4 to 6 weeks worth of data was 
collected to provide information for the findings. This made it in direct contrast to the 
extensive timeline associated with ethnography (Creswell, 2013). While the data 
collected informs the results of this study in the manner described above, the reporting of 
the information does not resemble a fully articulated ethnography as it is inclusive of 
more broad findings characterized in one narrative to capture the collective understanding 
of individual journeys within the context of the overall experiences toward self-authored 
comprehension, a typical ethnography seeks the shared experience and examination of 




sameness, that singular explanation was not attainable (Creswell, 2013; Emerson, Fretz & 
Shaw, 1995).  
Narrative Seeking 
Narrative reports of participant experiences were sought through interviews, 
journal entries, email correspondence, and all interactions throughout the data collection 
period. These stories were similar to those used to create narrative findings in a narrative 
methodology. A characteristic of narrative research was one or two individuals were 
participants and it was those stories that were used to create a narrative, this was not the 
case in this research study (Creswell, 2013). Nine participants were involved in this 
narrative seeking study allowing multiple stories, perspectives, and experiences to be 
evaluated for findings.  
The key identity markers for a narrative study include:  
x Researchers collect stories regarding the lived and told experiences of 
individuals  
 
x Individual experiences are used to provide information on the identities of the 
specific participants 
 
x There are many different forms of data collection  
 
x Narrative stories are shaped into a chronology by the researcher although not 
necessarily told this way by the participant 
 
x These stories are analyzed  
 
x Stories often contain moments of great significance described in analysis 
 
x Context of the story is of the utmost importance and described within the 
narrative reporting of the story (Creswell, 2013; Kohler Riessman, 2008). 
 
 The narratives provided additional data created about and with the participants 




Member checking was used during the creation of the narratives to ensure an accurate 
representation of each of the women was developed. I fully recognized the narratives 
provided an interpretation and inferences I ascertained through limited interaction with 
each individual participant. The desire to provide affirmation, validation, and 
empowerment often resulted in a less critical interpretation of the data presented. 
Additionally, it was my lens of doctoral student mother and student affairs practitioner 
evaluating content, which brought with it the desire to develop camaraderie and 
reciprocity within the research process and while this resulted in narratives the women 
appreciated, each presented a bias of admiration. The result was often my researcher 
interpretation of the positive characteristics gained through perception, and developed 
through researcher and participant relational interaction. When a woman disagreed, 
questioned, or felt uncomfortable with a portion of the narrative, we would discuss the 
discrepancy. As the researcher, I stepped back and evaluated the content based on the 
actual words the woman shared in interview transcription or journal entries. If I could not 
substantiate the claim, remark, or interpretation through documented statements, I would 
evaluate the feedback and determine motivation for the discrepancy. This resulted in 
keeping in substantiated interpretations evident through the participants’ words and 
removing more insinuated or assumed statements.  
As the researcher in this study, I built relationships with participants through 
email interactions, interviews, conversations, and journal prompts and responses which 
allowed me to collect the stories of my participants. I used these multiple stories and 
perspectives to compare and contrast the journeys of these women as described by them 




research, as multiple perspectives were used to ascertain the overall context of these 
women’s development toward self-authorship. Additionally, the culmination of this 
research was not intended to tell a chronological story of individual lives, the narratives 
provide an additional source of data to identify overall descriptive analysis of a multitude 
of lived experiences that have been narratively represented. The context of these stories 
was used when appropriate to accurately portray and explained the analysis and was not 
relied on throughout the completed analysis.  
 The decision to select multiple methodological influences to guide this research 
study adhered to influences of feminism and interpretivist epistemology used for this 
project. The research called for a relational interaction that demanded a rapport of trust, 
collaboration, and honest interaction between researcher and participant and the need to 
provide the voices and perspectives of several participants to more accurately represent 
the varying intersecting identities found within the role of professional, mother, and 
doctoral student. The combination of methodologies to more truthfully obtain 
information for this research study resulted in a comprehensive, empowering experience 
for researcher and participants providing an advanced understanding of their journey 
toward a self-authored development. 
Methods 
Settings 
 The setting of this proposed research study was inclusive of various locations 
within the United States with mothers attending or having attended both private and 
public institutions of higher education in pursuit of a doctoral degree, both Ed.D. and 




student affairs practitioners in several different departments. Interactions with the 
participants took place via email, social media, and computer-mediated applications for 
video conferencing.  
Initial contact with participants took place on June 28, 2016 via email and social 
media, specifically a post to a closed Facebook group, which was comprised of over 
4,800 individuals who self identify as Student Affairs Moms (S.A.Ms). The members of 
this Facebook group are from across the world and have, or currently do, work in the 
field of student affairs at institutions of higher education and are, or are expecting to 
become mothers. Many of the group members have discussed on the closed group page 
their current status of doctoral student. It was these characteristics that drew me to post 
and request participation in this study.  
Convenience and snowball sampling was used and emails were sent to individuals 
I know and they were either potential participants and/or they have contact with women 
who could qualify for this research study. The email included a description of the 
research and an invitation to participate in the study with an imbedded link to the survey. 
The language used allowed for the initial introduction and rapport to begin taking shape 
with each participant. The Facebook post included a brief description of the study to 
provide context and allow viewers to identify as a potential participant. The post 
contained an imbedded link within the body of the post’s wording to direct interested 
women to the demographic survey. Interviews with participants took place in various 
locations convenient to participants and their schedules. Most took place while I, the 
researcher was in my office, either at work or home, and participants were in their homes, 




the interviews to allow a more personalized, interactive interview that allowed me to 
engage and witness the facial expressions and actions of the participants during the 
interview to create a participatory interview from which each participant’s story could 
begin to be told (Kohler Riessman, 2008). Video web communication was not available 
for four interviews so telephone communication was used instead. It should be noted the 
four phone interviews were with four different individuals and at least one interview of 
each participant was conducted over video web conferencing. The use of various web 
services allowed individuals from across the United States to participate in this study by 
using preexisting, personal accounts, and access. Each interview time and place was 
discussed and determined based on individual availability with the intent of convenience 
of time and space, and familiarity and comfort for the participant. In addition to interview 
locations, journaling was relied on to serve as an additional source of data that allowed 
participants to be reflective in a setting that was comfortable, familiar, and personal to 
each individual and the completed journal submission was sent to me via email.  
Methods  
The methods I employed for this research study included participant completion 
of a demographic survey; two one-on-one, in-depth interviews; participant journaling; 
creation and evaluation of participant narratives; and a researcher journal and notebook. 
The inclusion of these particular methods allowed me to collect data that adequately 
provided my researcher presence with the participants as they created the foundation to 
gain a reciprocal, collaborative, and trusted relationship as well as reflect on interactions, 
ongoing thoughts and new perspectives that came up throughout the research study. Each 




contextual information through document review and interview that allowed for the 
development of rapport with respect, support, and reciprocity and was inclusive of 
reflexive thinking. (Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 2010; Hesse-Biber, 2014; Kohler Riessman, 
2008; Merriam, 2009). 
A demographic survey was used to gain consent for their participation and to 
determine the characteristics of potential participants. The information gained through 
this survey included:  
x Student status (current student/graduated/full time/part time) 
 
x Stage of doctoral education (coursework/comprehensive exam/ABD) 
 
x Type and Location of institution being attended (public/private & state) 
 
x Current location  
 
x Means of financing degree 
 
x Date program was started 
 
x Type of program (face to face/online/weekend/executive/hybrid) 
 
x Type of degree being sought (Ph.D. or Ed.D.) 
 
x When they became a mother in reference to the start of the doctoral work 
 
x Number and ages of children 
 
x Whether or not they experienced pregnancy while attending courses 
 
x Whether or not they planned or attempted to plan their pregnancy/ parenthood 
 
x Knowledge and use of existing policies/procedures/accommodations available 
to new parents who are graduate students 
 
x Levels of support and family friendly environment they felt from community 
members during pregnancy, and with children 
 
x What type of additional activities and research were they involved in 




(research outside of class/conferences/presentations/program social 
gatherings) 
 
x  Work status, position type and number of years in HESA  
 
x Racial identity, sexual identity, relationship status, parenting status, age 
 
x Interest in further participation of the research study 
 
These data allowed me to identify potential participants meeting the research 
requirements and gain specific details through the provided simplified reactions the 
women shared regarding their lived experiences as doctoral student mothers working in 
student affairs. In this interpretivist paradigm it was important for me to begin to develop 
an understanding of each of the participants and initiate our relationship based on the 
shared experiences and insight they provided in the survey. Information collected in the 
survey provided insight that allowed the researcher to prepare for interview questions and 
journaling prompts that were personal, relevant, and inclusive to all participants’ 
identities and were specifically geared to their individual experiences. This was an 
important step in preparing for the building rapport, reciprocity, and empowerment. This 
sequence and step by step knowledge gain provided foundational knowledge regarding 
each woman’s journey toward self-authorship as I was able to start my process of 
evaluating their experiences and interpret how this fit in the theory of development.  
The method of document analysis was employed as interview transcripts and 
journal submissions were reviewed to emphasize the context for each of the participants’ 
identities and allowed for a more personal and reflective expression. Context was 
important in narrative and ethnographic study because it assisted in the creation of 
essence and setting, which served as the backdrop in analysis (Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 




additional insight in the creation of the historical, personal, and aesthetic details of the 
individual stories desired in this methodology as well as allowed for more directed, non-
spontaneous questions to be asked and answered (Kohler Riessman, 2008; Merriam, 
2009). Specifically, the document analysis allowed the discovery of the cognitive, 
interpersonal, and intrapersonal dimensions of each participant’s journey toward self-
authorship. 
Like most qualitative research designs, interviewing was the dominant and 
essential method of data collection in this study and has been used to accurately represent 
the participants (Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 2010; Hesse-Biber, 2014; Kohler Riessman, 
2008; Merriam, 2009). The interviews took place over video web communication or 
phone in settings that included, for me, my office at home or work, and locations selected 
by participants that were convenient and comfortable for them, this was to promote more 
candid, relaxed, and informative conversations keeping in mind the intended goal of 
gaining accurate, descriptive, and authentic information from each interview (Creswell, 
2013; Crotty, 2010; Hesse-Biber, 2014; Kohler Riessman, 2008; Merriam, 2009). 
Interviews were semi-structured and audio recorded and initial interviews started with 
introductions and stories regarding the similarities and differences between the shared 
identities of me, the researcher, and each participant (Merriam, 2009).  
The semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed for flexibility, opportunities 
for unexpected topics to be discussed, and fluidity in order to establish a rapport that 
resembled a conversation (Fontana & Frey, 2005; Kohler Riessman, 2008; Merriam, 
2009). Active listening and empathetic interviewing were used to allow the researcher an 




stories with great depth (Hesse-Biber, 2014; Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 
1997; Merriam, 2009). This specific empathetic and active listener stance allowed me to 
position myself as an ally for the participants and to be more of an advocate and partner 
in the study as camaraderie was achieved when I could affirm their experiences; this was 
essential for demands of an ethnographically informed narrative seeking qualitative study 
(Allan, 2011; Fontana & Frey, 2005; Huisman, 2008; Kelly et al., 1994; Lawrence-
Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997; Ropers-Huilman & Winters, 2011). The interview 
questions were developed to focus on the intersecting identities of the participant, how 
those appear in their triad of roles of professional, mother, and doctoral student within the 
social context of what was expected from those roles. Questions also allowed for 
reflective and thoughtful responses that began to establish an understanding of their self-
authored levels within each role and throughout their journey of doctoral work. Personal 
history, home life, academic experiences, mom-to-mom interactions, and personal 
reflection all provided guiding themes for the questions developed for this proposed 
research study.  
 I requested journaling from each participant a total of three times, once following 
a period of reflection after the first interview, second following receipt of the first journal 
entry and review of the first interview transcript, and finally following the participants’ 
review of the researcher created written narrative. Journals were requested through a 
prompt that was created specific to each participant based on their interview information 
and when applicable, prior journal responses and was led by the intention to develop 
deeper understanding of the participant’s perspective as was applicable to the three 




x What have been your greatest strengths in negotiating your three roles? How 
have you developed these strengths and can you share examples that 
emphasize how you use the strengths to construct your experience of being a 
mom, doctoral student, and student affairs professional? 
 
x Please talk about times you have felt proud of yourself in your role as mom, 
doctoral student, and student affairs professional. What are the strengths you 
possess to create these proud moments and how have you developed these 
strengths? 
 
x I would conclude that you have identified and claimed your purpose and 
perspective in regards to the negotiation of your work, school, and mom roles. 
Can you reflect on this conclusion and share your thoughts? Would you agree 
with this statement? Why, or why not? 
 
x We have not discussed how the societal expectations of being a mother and 
woman has played in your professional or doctoral experiences. Do you feel 
like it has been a relevant identity within the context of professional and 
doctoral student? If so, how so? If not, why not?  
 
x It is evident that you possess a deep sense of care for others and you ensure 
that they feel valued, important, and cared for in the interactions you have 
with them. You also discussed in our interview the ongoing expectation for 
mothers/student affairs professionals to be all giving, all the time. I have two 
questions related to these topics: Did you work to receive this same deep 
sense of care and need to ensure the feeling of value, importance and care for 
yourself in any way during your time as a student? If not, why not? How will 
you commit to some kind of self-care now? 
 
x I would assess through our conversations that you have transformed through 
the doctoral degree process. I believe you have found and continue to discover 
a strong, validated (by committee members/peers/children) voice that others 
are in need of hearing . . . what do you want those in your professional setting 
to know about you that is different than you were before this journey began? 
 
These were requested via email correspondence to allow for participant convenience. 
Journal entries were submitted to me in an email, some of the entries were within the text 
of the email, and some were sent as attachments from a word document. Some of the 
submissions were short, specific, and one single paragraph per question and others were 
detailed and included tangents that extended to four pages in length. In the journaling, 




typical academic writing expectations to again gain a more personalized and authentic 
voice.  
In addition to the participant journals, I maintained a researcher’s journal in a 
word document to record my personal experience throughout the study’s progression to 
provide “self-examination and sharing” and allow the research to remain “personal” as 
expected in feminist theory (Stanley & Wise, 1979). I also kept a researcher notebook to 
write notes, perceptions, and analytic memos throughout the process and this too was 
reviewed for analysis (Saldaña, 2009).  
A researcher’s reflection was a critical piece of the overall essence and assisted in 
identifying sameness and differences within all the experiences relayed by participants 
(Hesse-Biber, 2014; Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman Davis, 1997). The researcher’s 
journal and notebook were in the form of casually written thoughts throughout the 
research process. These methods allowed for collection of information at all segments of 
the research process that was real, raw, and truly authentic to my own experience. 
Reflections of my personal journey, connection, and experiences within this research 
were an important thread that was woven with the participant voice and carried 
throughout the final summation of the research (Hesse-Biber, 2014; Lawrence-Lightfoot 
& Hoffman Davis, 1997). I used my own reflection as a place to release feelings 
developed through interviews and the research and writing process. Some of my journal 
writing was incorporated into the text of this dissertation as opening statements for 
chapters and were noted with italicized quotes. Additionally, my journal was analyzed as 
data documents to assist in the development and identification of research findings and 




I am personally connected to the intersection of professional student affairs 
practitioner, mother, and doctoral student because it was my story and paying attention to 
my journey was an essential component of this research. I have participated in active, 
self-reflection throughout this experience to appropriately process my assumptions, 
challenges, and expectations. I engaged in conversation with trusted mentors, colleagues, 
and family to challenge my assertions to accurately depict the stories of participants 
without personal over statements and influence. I note this has been a challenge and a 
consideration I have paid careful attention to in all aspects of the study, I believe the 
researcher’s journal and continued personal reflection has assisted in the successful 
completion of this process. 
Upon completion of the two interviews and two journal prompts, a comprehensive 
narrative was written to provide an intimate description of the women and the lived 
experiences each shared with me. These narratives were created based on the stories 
gathered through the initial demographic survey, both interviews, and journal prompt 
entries submitted. Each individual depiction was personal and a representation of what I 
had interpreted and discovered through our time together. These narratives were shared 
with the women and I asked each of them to provide constructive feedback to correct, or 
more accurately reflect their reality based on our conversations and interactions. A few of 
the women felt uncomfortable with the accolades reflected in the narratives, others 
clarified my interpretations and provided additional details and information allowing me 
to gain a more in-depth understanding of their perspective. The final narratives shared in 




became the a piece of each woman’s identity I relied on as I further analyzed and 
reflected on the data and began to identify themes.  
Participants  
The criteria for participants in this study are self identified women in the United 
States enrolled or recently (within 2 years) graduated from a doctoral program in the field 
of higher education and student affairs who are also mothers to children they currently 
live with or lived with while being a student and who currently work in the field of 
student affairs. The demographics of each woman participating in the research study are 
shown in Table 1.  
Participants were intentionally recruited through purposeful, convenience, and 
snowball sampling (Merriam, 2009). Convenience and snowball sampling are appropriate 
sample selection techniques as the criterion for participating are specific to identities 
either possessed or not by women I, as researcher, am currently acquainted with through 
professional, educational, or personal relationships. These convenient interactions were 
used, and the snowball of others these participants are in contact with through 
professional or educational settings was sought. Snowball sampling was often used in 
qualitative research, because it was common for individuals to know others who identify 




















































































































































































































Developing a favorable rapport with participants was key to gaining access to the 
information I sought, and has been compared to a friendship in feminist research as well 
as camaraderie because there are shared identities (Hesse-Biber, 2014). The creation of 
rapport was dependent on the existing relationship of the researcher and participant, the 
means of purposeful convenience sampling yielded some women with whom I have 
established relationships and therefore some of the initial rapport building was 
unnecessary with these individuals. Establishing trust to facilitate authentic relationship 
between researcher and subject was imperative and careful attention was paid to the steps 
taken in each interaction with participants to whom I am not as familiar.  
Data Collection Timeline 
I sought involvement with this study through email notifications, and social media 
invites (Appendix A) on June 28, 2016, the same day I received the letter of authorization 
to conduct the research through the University of Northern Colorado Institutional Review 
Board (IRB; Appendix B). I asked that each notice to participate be shared and 
distributed to those acquaintances whom appeared to be potential matches of the 
participant criteria. There was one repeated request on July 17, 2016, via social media on 
the same closed Facebook page that yielded 30 completions of the demographic survey 
(Appendix C) delivered through a Qualtircs survey by August 2, 2016. There were 17 of 
the those 30 respondents marking interest in further participation by providing their email 
address within the survey allowing me to contact them directly about continued 
involvement in this research study (Appendix D). As I became aware of a woman’s 
interest in further participation, I verified she met the criterion set for participation, sent a 




date, time, and web communication system for our initial interview. These emails began 
on June 28, 2016 and continued through August 2, 2016. There were 12 women who 
responded to the first email and sent back their signed consent form (Appendix E), 5 
women never responded to the email request. After further discussion of time 
commitments regarding the study 2 of the 12 women decided to leave the study. One 
woman started the research process with the first interview; she received her first journal 
prompt and did not respond again to emails to continue. This resulted in a total of 9 
participants agreeing to participate in the full research study.  
The timeline for the research study was explained below. Beginning July 6, 2016, 
the first round of interviews began for participants, this round of interviewing ended 
August 2, 2016. These interviews were semi-structured with some similar questions 
being used for each interview and each interview was audio recorded (Appendix F). 
Interviews were then transcribed verbatim and each transcript was reviewed to inform 
and create specific journal prompts that were then sent to the participant via email, 
requesting a return email with the journal entry created through the prompt. The first 
journal prompt #1 was sent on July 10, 2016, the last journal prompt #1 was delivered 
August 2, 2016. Each participant had individualized journal prompts and the entry 
resulting from these prompts and the first interview transcript were reviewed along with 
the research questions to create interview questions for the second interview. Second 
interviews began on July 21, 2016, and the last second interview was August 24, 2016. 
Again, questions created were specific to each individual and based on our interview 
conversations and their responses to the journal prompt. This individualized creation 




important to the overall research questions. After the second interview was conducted 
and again audio recorded, a verbatim transcription was created and reviewed with all 
previous documents and the second journal prompt was created and sent via email to the 
participant. The first journal prompt #2 was sent on July 23, 2016, and the last journal 
prompt #2 was sent on August 26, 2016. Following receipt of the second journal entry, 
each participant’s documents were reviewed to create a narrative interpreted by me, the 
researcher. These narratives were then sent to the participant for member checking 
purposes in order to provide an authentic and accurate voice for each woman. Each 
woman then sent back their narrative with notes and edits and final narratives were 
created for each of the 9 participants. The narratives started to be delivered on August 15, 
2016, and the final narrative was sent on August 28, 2016. Return of the narratives and 
the final journal prompt #3 started to come in on August 15, 2016, and were all received 
by August 29, 2016. These narratives then became documents used for analysis in 
conjunction with email correspondence, interview transcriptions, researcher notes, 
journal prompts, and the researcher journal.  
June 28-August 2, 2016 
 
x Participation began with demographic survey as well as identification 
of women looking to further their participation with interviews and 
journaling 
 
x Consent forms to continue participation sent to and received from 
interested women 
 
July 6-August 2, 2016 
 
x First interviews took place and transcribing of these interviews  
 
July 10-August 2, 2016 
 




July 21-August 24, 2016  
 
x Second interviews began 
 
July 23-August 26, 2016 
 
x Journal prompt #2 sent to participants 
 
August 15-28, 2016 
 
x Individual participant narratives completed by researcher, sent to and 
reviewed by participants 
x Journal prompt #3 sent with narratives 
 
August 15-August 29, 2016 
 
x Narratives and Journal Prompt #3 returned with comments to 
researcher 
 
August 29, 2016 
 
x Data collection ended 
 
June 28-September 1, 2016 
 
x Data analysis 
 
September 5, 2016 
 
x First draft of completed dissertation submitted to committee chair 
 
 October 17, 2016 
 
x Final draft submitted to committee for dissertation requirements 
 
November 3, 2016 
 




x Revisions, completion of dissertation 






Process of analysis. Data analysis was a “complex process . . . of making 
meaning” consisting of back and forth between data, concepts, themes, and interpretation 
(Merriam, 2009, p. 176). The intent of this research was to develop a holistic 
understanding and essence of the doctoral student mothers and their journey toward self-
authorship participating in the study. This process took analysis in steps inclusive of 
individual researcher analysis as well as conversation and triangulation between 
participants and researcher. Special attention and comparing of the various data collecting 
methods assisted in identifying recurring regularities throughout the analysis phase 
(Merriam, 2009, p. 177). This process was ongoing throughout data collection and was 
used to inform progressive steps toward completed analysis (Merriam, 2009).  
Analysis and interpretation through a women-centered lens. The analysis 
phase of research includes the coding, development of themes, order, and coherence to 
manageably identify what was significant through the large amounts of data collected 
throughout the process (Rossman & Rallis, 1998). Merriam (2009) defined the goal of 
data analysis as the “process of making sense out of the data” and includes a method of 
drilling down to the segments beginning to answer your research questions (p. 175). 
According to Hesse-Biber (2014) the goal of analysis and interpretation was to make 
meaning of the data that has been collected. Analysis and interpretation of data for an 
interpretivist women-centered study represented a fluid process that engaged the 
researcher in all aspects of data while she highlighted and kept the voice of the 
participant at the forefront of understanding to honor the contribution and voice of each 




I engaged in this process from the start of my data collection reflections, which 
occurred at the start of data collection and extended through the entire analysis phase 
(Merriam, 2009). When working through this developing stage of the study, I worked to 
engage with a space of intimacy and familiarity with the data and maintained awareness 
of the power differentials, my privilege, contextual influence, and cohesion of participant 
voice evident in the findings to ensure the data was evaluated ethically and with a 
maintained participant perspective (Hesse-Biber, 2014).  
 Analysis took place in two separate and distinct segments. The initial phase of the 
analysis period began at the start of transcription of the interviews as well as throughout 
the data collection segment. With each interview transcribed verbatim, the written 
representation of the participant’s voice was examined to create and construct journal 
prompts as well as the second interview questions. Questions and prompts repeatedly 
included summations of interpreted findings by me, the researcher and asked the 
participant to evaluate the authenticity and validity of the statements often used to 
formulate the inquiries. The initial phase of analysis closed with the receipt of journal 
prompt #2 and resulted in the creation of narratives describing the essence of each 
participant. Each woman had an opportunity to review the created narratives as they were 
shared with the participant and feedback, edits, and reflections were requested from each 
woman to clarify and member check the interpretation.  
The analysis to determine findings in the second segment of analysis progressed 
through a similar process as the first phase with the narratives, responses to journal 
prompt #3, and email correspondence being used as additional data sources during 




findings that inform the discussion, which was a more generalized interpretation of an 
overall understanding of the findings as they specifically relate to each research question.  
 Each segment of analysis was inclusive of the following steps at varying levels as 
there was variance in the results found within each transcript, journal entry, and narrative 
document. The first step was the identification of codes manually on the printed versions 
of all documents (Saldaña, 2009). Codes are representative words or phrases that 
summarize “salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute(s)” within the data 
(Saldaña, 2009). Each document was evaluated and coded to identify links within an 
individual’s responses, to construct the narratives first and later between narratives to 
complete and organize the overall findings. Codifying and categorization occurred next, 
in each phase. Codifying was inclusive of placing the codes in a “systemic order” in order 
to categorize (Saldaña, 2009). This process was repeated in both instances to ensure a 
comprehensive development of appropriate classifications was in place before proceeding 
to the next step of analysis, identifying concepts and moving toward thematic outcomes 
(Saldaña, 2009).  
During all phases, I began to recognize themes I believed to be evolving and at 
this occurrence would note them through written documentation in my researcher journal, 
posting on my large whiteboard, or commemorating it through an analytic memo in a 
research notebook. Analytic memos can be described as brain dumps about data serving 
as prompts or triggers to provide deeper and more complex meanings (Saldaña, 2009). As 
coding and revisits to the categorizations took place, a list of generalized themes began to 
emerge. I placed the top recurring themes found for each research question on a written 




relevance to the particular research question. Additionally, other themes that did not 
specifically relate to research questions were noted and examined. The next step included 
identifying and then testing an outlined version of findings for each of the three research 
questions, this process was inclusive of reflection specifically on the third journal entries 
of each of the participants to ensure a presence of the findings were readily accessible 
through their own words. This process was then followed with “tightening up” my 
findings; I made sure the information and details I included were appropriate, applicable 
and contributing to my final description (Wolcott, 2009, p. 93). 
Self-authorship assessment. In addition to adhering to the principles of an 
interpretivist epistemology with a woman-centered agenda throughout the analysis phase, 
the theory of self-authorship development guided the data analysis and interpretation. 
Self-authorship development was attributed to Marcia B. Baxter Magolda (1998) and 
described as an individual’s ability to successfully navigate adult life by constructing and 
adhering to ones’ own beliefs, identity, and social relations. This theoretical framework 
was built on the work of Robert Kegan (1994), which described the development of 
college students to be inclusive of maturation and preparation of students for adulthood 
(Barber, 2014; Baxter Magolda, 2008; Kegan, 1994).  
It was important for the overall integrity of this study with use of the theoretical 
framework of Baxter Magolda’s self-authorship development theory to acknowledge and 
preliminarily assess whether the participants in this study were progressing toward self-
authorship. It was with full disclosure that I attest this was important to the research 
findings being authentic with the use of this theory. It was not the intended purpose of 




the questions required an understanding that the women were moving toward self-
authorship in their development, not that they had achieved this stage, or to even 
determine in which stage they currently reside. A full, comprehensive evaluation of each 
woman’s development stage would be a task more appropriate as a single intention of a 
study, as the comprehension and data collection and analysis necessary for a proper 
assessment was beyond the scope of this study and its stated purpose. I had an educated 
expectation to believe the participants in this study were on a path toward achieved self 
authorship as they were educated post graduate, all were over the age of 30, and they 
were managing several identities with some level of success as they were currently 
employed, pursuing a terminal degree and raising children. This was not to imply that 
every woman in the study would automatically be in the self-authored category and it 
allowed me to begin analyzing their development with educated speculation they would 
be closer to self-authorship than they would be to strictly following external influences, 
the first stage toward self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 1998; 2008).  
For this process of analysis, I referred to Baxter Magolda’s (2008) prior research, 
and the descriptive definitions of stages of self-authorship throughout research as well as 
the working definition established in this research study to determine my results (Baxter 
Magolda, 1998, 2008, 2014; Berger, 2010; Kegan, 1994; Neumeister, 2007). The 
manifestation of this theory within the analysis included a specific process of identifying 
predictors of self-authored characteristics of the women which were identified within the 
experiences the women shared and comparing these characteristics across data sources 
including the independent narratives authored to describe individual experiences. Using 




participant’s interview transcripts, journal entries and email correspondence to evaluate 
ideas and representations of development stages. With these noted, I began to assess if 
each woman seemed to be moving toward self-authorship, was stagnant in her stage, or 
was regressive toward a more dependent need from external sources. The assessment 
results ended with evidence that all women were moving toward self-authorship 
development, and experiencing the cyclical nature of this development theory. This 
determination was based on the integrated roles each of these women was currently 
navigating as they each broke from the overwhelming expectations of idealistic role-play. 
Each woman was self-authoring her pathway that was inclusive of the completion of a 
terminal degree, success as a student affairs practitioner, and mother, three roles with 
conflicting demands. This idea was further explored in the proceeding chapter with the 
unveiling of each narrative and analysis of data identifying how these women are 
negotiating their journey toward a more self-authored existence.  
Trustworthiness 
 Trustworthiness demonstrates that due diligence has occurred from the beginning 
of the research process and indicates a rational for the study to data analysis and 
representation of data within the findings to ensure the research was accurate and 
ethically sound (Nutt Williams & Morrow, 2009). Trustworthiness, credibility, 
authenticity, dependability, and confirmability serve as the measures within qualitative 
research (Creswell, 2009, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These methods were secured 
through triangulation, member checking, rich and thick descriptive findings, repeated 
tightening of findings, and clarified researcher bias (Creswell, 2009). Triangulations 




of interview questions and journal prompts, responses to written narratives, and email 
correspondence. Member checking took place throughout data collection and analysis 
with continued emails with participants providing confirmation of accurate narratives, 
and clarification regarding interview transcripts and journal prompt entries. This member 
checking was completed to confirm accuracy and authenticity within the narratives and 
data used to identify themes and ultimately, findings. Rich, thick descriptions that are 
inclusive of negative or discrepant information were produced in order to portray the 
authentic, lived experiences, and journey of development stages of the participants. The 
bias of myself as researcher was checked and reviewed in my personal researcher journal 
used throughout the study, through conversations with peers and colleagues, and within 
the findings to address my personal perspective, as it was represented in the findings.  
 Specific to ethnographic research and narrative analysis, tenants of the measures 
of trustworthiness were employed to stay authentic to the influence of both 
methodologies of this research study. Ethnography relies on member checking, and 
triangulation in order to establish accuracy and depends on rich, thick descriptions in 
order to provide and portray the authentic context of the research (Emerson et al., 1995). 
Narrative inquiry relies on a high level of transparency by way of member checking and 
triangulation while carefully navigating the interpretation of the findings with the 
participants (Kohler Riessman, 2008). I remained explicitly transparent on my 
interpretations through the written narratives shared with each participant. While the 
research questions were not specifically divulged to the participants, the questions used to 
assist in answering the questions were always truthfully and wholeheartedly explained. I 




personal vantage of ignorance, privilege, or other influence and sought participants’ 
understanding to assist in my knowledge gain. I always did this openly, and authentically 
as not only did the methodologies influences call for this, it was necessary to adhere to 
my epistemological paradigm of interpretivism. Attention was placed on both of these 
methodologies’ definitions of trustworthiness in order to provide an accurately 
constructed project that articulates and demonstrates ethical and thorough methods of 
research. 
Ethical Considerations 
I must wholeheartedly disclaim that I am an “insider” to this research and this fact 
influenced my research decisions and ultimate outcomes. While I see this as a limitation, 
I also embraced its positive impact on the research as it allowed me to establish an almost 
immediate connection with each of the participants that fostered a more intimate, 
empathetic, and collaborative relationship which was desired for this particular study and 
its roots in an interpretivist perspective in a ethnographically influenced, narrative 
seeking qualitative methodology.  
 Full disclosure of all data collection procedures preceded any interactions in order 
for participants to make a fully informed decision on their involvement with this study. 
Individuals who sought additional participation and opted out of the research as time 
commitments and expectations became greater then they could negotiate were released 
without impact. Each participant continuously had the opportunity to withdraw from the 
research process at multiple times as I repeatedly asked if they were still willing to 
provide the next portion of the research agenda. I was aware of the lines of 




connections to be made throughout the research process. I did not engage in research 
related conversation with the participant outside of the scope of the anticipated researcher 
role. Alternately, I allowed participants less interested in the intimate relationship 
building process space to remain comfortable and communicative as they felt was 
appropriate. Each participate actively engaged in the final creation of their narrative and 
were allowed to read, evaluate, and argue any point of contention. These were worked 
this became a product of my researcher interpretation with gained perspective of each 
individual woman. 
Conclusion 
 This interpretivist research study employing a qualitative methodology, with 
influences of ethnography and narrative research, was cohesive in design as it used 
collaboration, reciprocity, and empowerment to unveil the lived experiences and 
developmental location toward self-authorship of student affair practicing, doctoral 
student mothers with a focus on their intersecting identities to evoke a change. These 
characteristics were present in the foundational theoretical perspective and epistemology, 
the development of relationships with participants, the collection and analysis of data, 
and ultimately through the final creation of descriptive analysis. This culmination aligned 
with guiding principles of qualitative research design and produced a manuscript that 







ETHNOGRAPHIC CONTEXT, NARRATIVES, 
AND EMERGING THEMES 
 
Today was rough . . . on a scale of 1-10, 1 being good and 10 being really shitty, 
it was an 8 . . . and only because this is not life or death or all I have in my life. Today I 
had that conversation with my advisor (whom I trust, look up to and appreciate more 
than I could ever truly explain). She gave me the reality check I needed . . . I am not 
going to be done in 6 months . . . I am not going to walk (graduate) in May with the 
spring grads and enjoy my summer of freedom with a fresh new job and exciting carefree 
days with my kids . . . that timeline is ridiculous. This is not something I didn’t already 
know; it was something I didn’t want to give up on. It was strange how in two hours after 
this realization I was a blubbering wreck of frustration and failure . . . only for a brief 
moment and then I was free . . . I could breathe again the proverbial elephant that lurks 
in the room had apparently taken residence on my chest and shoulders and I was 
unaware of this until I felt the release of my asinine timeline. The hardest part was that I 
felt as if I had let down my kids down, the ones I claim so strongly to be doing this for, at 
least that is what I say out loud . . . I am doing this for me . . . for other women in my 
shoes but I still don’t have the courage and strength to say that out loud. I was worried 
that I would let my kids down with the promise of freer days and fun when I was done . . . 
they didn’t seem to take much attention to this. I decided to tell them in the place I spend 




practice . . . cause that is what I do for my afternoon hours . . . drive, wait, drive, wait, 
watch, drive, wait. So I told my two boys, I got their attention and I told them that I was 
sad and that I was not going to be done when I said I would and that I would still have to 
work this summer on homework and I wouldn’t graduate for a year . . . not sure they got 
it, my youngest asked me about my phone, the middle son seemed distracted with 
homework and asked me if 94 divided by 100 was point 9 4 . . . what I said, repeating his 
question . . . ”is 94 divided by 100, point 9 4 . . . yes buddy, yes it is” . . . I thought to 
myself . . . “that was it?” I was so upset and destroyed at this change in my timeline and 
it didn’t seem to impact them . . . maybe I had only played this out in my head and made 
it more about them than it was? Hmmmm. My daughter, my lovely, caring, beautifully 
poignant daughter who wants nothing more than my happiness (truly and authentically) 
said “that’s okay, you’ll get done, you will finish” . . . yep, that is true baby girl, I will 
finish . . . be it May or December, I will finish.  
The end of the day was awesome . . . I tucked in my little one (okay he is six, still 
my baby) . . . and he asked me to lay with him, “like this” he said drawing a line next to 
him on the top cover . . . I replied with “okay baby, I love you.” I started to move and he 
stopped me, ”You’re the best mom to us, you do great things.” This stopped me in my 
tracks, how did he know that is what I needed? I grabbed him and hugged him. I am so 
blessed. I lay there and thought about my day. It was good, it was awful, it was great, it 
was a reminder, it was a day. 
It was days like the one described above representing the complex range of 
emotions and challenges lived daily for doctoral student mothers working in student 




women participating in this study was important for the presentation of the research 
findings and analysis. With the need to further comprehend and represent the 
interpretivist, women-centered perspective as well as to fulfill the ethnographically 
influenced and narrative seeking expectations of this research, this section presents the 
data used to develop a deeper level understanding of the identities of the participants 
through an ethnographic description of context. The ethnographic description sets the 
scene and provides a cultural awareness for the narratives that represent each participant. 
These chronicles, created through qualitative means, were used to assist in the thematic 
uncovering of the research findings. The narratives also served as a piece of the 
development process of reciprocity, empowerment, and understanding which represent 
the interpretivist perspective of myself as the researcher. The personalized, in-depth 
descriptions representing in narrative form provide affirmation and validation that honors 
and emphasizes the importance of each woman’s story while creating a larger narrative 
describing the journey for doctoral student mothers working in student affairs; each story 
matters, impacts, and deserves to be heard.  
Self-Authorship 
To properly initiate analyses of the data in regards to the research questions it was 
important to establish and report the women participating in this study have provided 
evidence that each of them is working toward self-authorship development. To come to 
the conclusion that each woman’s development was approaching self-authorship, I used 
descriptive definitions and interpreted understandings developed through analysis of the 
data provided in this research study with guidance from the documented research findings 




development through their adult lives (Baxter Magolda, 1998, 2008, 2014; Baxter 
Magolda, Creamer, & Meszaros, 2010). The working definition of self-authorship in this 
research study was “the internal capacity to define one’s beliefs, identity and social 
relations” and “describing a shift of meaning-making capacity from outside the self to 
inside the self” (Baxter Magolda, 2008, pp. 269-270).  
The assessment of this research study data has resulted in identifying each of 
these women was moving toward self-authored development, as they were all 
simultaneously experiencing motherhood, doctoral student education, and working in 
student affairs. Each woman was internally choosing to further her education in a 
marginalized academy, while they were mothering children who society tells them should 
be their sole priority, while they also worked outside of the home with priorities beyond 
their children. The mere identification of these women as prospective participants in this 
research study results in the defining realization that each of them was working to be 
achieving “a shift in meaning-making capacity” that was defined by their intrinsic 
“beliefs, identity, and social relations” (Baxter Magolda, 2008, p. 269, p. 270). A more 
specific look into self-authorship as it relates to each role was described briefly below. 
This was done to set the framework for analysis that followed the ethnographic context 
and participant narratives.  
Toward Self-Authorship as Mother 
 Each of the women participating in this study have identified their progression 
toward self-authorship in their role as mother as they were navigating a path of 
motherhood inclusive of work, and continuing education. This path demands an internal 




doctoral student mother and student affairs practitioner. Each woman challenged what 
she was taught and repeatedly told was the ideal role a mother should play while she 
prioritized people other than her child/ren, herself, and work to ensure she met her 
obligations as a student affairs practitioner and student while still being a mother. While 
there were times of challenge and new experiences that allowed women to return to the 
earlier stages of self-authorship, the women were progressing toward living a self-
authored life in their role of mother. 
Toward Self-Authorship as  
Doctoral Student 
 
 Overall, the women seemed to be in a fluctuating stage toward self-authorship 
when it came to their role as doctoral student. For many of the women, the role of scholar 
was one they defined with fragile confidence. It seemed that any externally submitted 
doubt, question, or critique would push them to retreat back to a place where they 
questioned their ability to be the scholar they were seeking to become through their 
doctoral studies. This was the most cyclical identity for all the women, even those who 
seemed to be more self-authored than at a crossroads, the second stage toward self-
authorship. The acknowledgement by many of the women who saw their role of doctoral 
student as temporary, may contribute to this phenomenon. It was important to state while 
this role of doctoral student seemed to be the least developed role toward self-authorship, 
the women also provided insight and evidence to suggest that they were moving toward 
developing internal belief and value systems as doctoral students and becoming more 
self-authored. Each woman spoke of successes and challenges they were able to 
overcome during their educational journey, often the difficulties demanded they took an 




authored expectation on the approach. This was of particular interest as I suspect the 
women had to internalize their belief in self and become self authored in order to 
complete their doctoral programs and become doctors. I believe to be an effective 
scholar, you must develop meaning making for the self and demonstrate self-authorship. 
For many of the women, I could see the self-authorship in the role of scholar being a 
temporarily held state of development.  
Toward Self-Authorship as Student 
Affairs Practitioner 
 
 The role of student affairs professional was the identity closest to being self-
authored for the women. The women spoke with confidence, understanding, and 
authority in their professional roles and this did not seem to waiver throughout our 
discussions. I would argue their development toward a more self-authored existence in 
this role would contribute to their decision to move on with a terminal degree within the 
field of student affairs. Their successes as practitioners led them to seek greater 
educational understanding with intentions of preparedness for greater positions. The 
experiences shared regarding their work often were descriptive of a marginalized 
environment with systemic sexism and this brought about feelings of lower confidence, 
although these were combatted with strategies to work within the system, and at times 
this meant just accepting the oppressiveness and getting through their tasks at hand. 
Regardless of the women’s reactions to their work environments, each one was working 
toward a greater sense of self-authorship as she completed a degree and looked to 





 The purpose of providing this ethnographic context was to honor the 
methodological influence of ethnography in this qualitative study. A goal of writing 
ethnographic context was to benefit and emphasize the relationships between the 
researcher with the participants and the readers while improving the understanding of 
those being written about, it should also improve the lives of participants by encouraging 
reflection on their positions within culture (Kahn, 2011). Ethnographies are a means of 
developing understanding while engaging through respect and care for those within the 
culture (Kahn, 2011). To reflect on these exposing stories, my approach as an 
interpretivist guided with my relationally, woman-centered perspective, demands I seek 
understanding while providing empathetic reciprocity with a goal of empowerment for 
the participants. In this section, I offer the collected and synthesized context for doctoral 
student mothers working in student affairs (Kahn, 2011).  
The lives of doctoral student mothers working as student affairs practitioners 
often demonstrate ranges of emotion that allow for desperate lows and salacious triumphs 
and leave a woman exhausted; physically, emotionally, and intellectually. These are the 
experiences of women simultaneously fulfilling the roles of mother, doctoral student, and 
student affairs practitioner. These women were undergoing the overwhelming and 
clashing expectations of being everything to everybody and they somehow managed to 
arrive at allowing themselves the freedom to be enough; what they can be, when they can 
be and to whom they can be. It was getting through adversity with altruism and 
perseverance that resulted in this state of being. Women acknowledged there were 




of their children, complete their work, and tend to academics, their way; a way that 
worked in their lives. It was not a stagnant reality, the feeling of being out of control and 
unable to address what lied ahead crept in, and then was ousted by the reality of having to 
just keep going. Days were filled with meeting other’s needs and hoping there was 
enough at the end of the endless list of tasks to still contribute to the need of working on 
school work, which was really more needs of others. Knowing this was a temporary state 
that must be experienced helped the women keep going, just keep going, it was a theme 
for these women, do not question or try to answer the questions so many of us receive 
“how do you do it all? I don’t know how you could do it all?” the resounding response 
was “you just do, there are no other options than to just keep going.” These women 
understood that the need to weave the role of student through their already busy lives or 
leave it segregated to cause the least amount of impact was a temporary measure for 
greater gains in their futures. Although the gain seemed to be different for all in 
tangibility and outcome, some sought higher-level positions, a few planned on becoming 
faculty, and others were preparing for anticipated opportunities. This was a means to 
fulfill the curiosity and aspirations of serving the students and institutions in a more 
beneficial and capable manner while hoping to also gain a level of respect not always 
confirmed by colleagues. These doctoral student mothers experienced difficult times as 
mother, professional, and doctoral student and these challenges produced strength to get 
through and finish.  
The adversity for these women came in all forms, manners, and in each of the 
roles they have. At home they saw what they were not doing and sometimes their 




questioned commitment, or failed at varying levels in class. At work, others questioned 
the use of their time, colleagues could not understand the importance of the degree to the 
women, or these women were just working twice as hard to have a voice and seat at the 
proverbial table. This adversity hurt, highlighted inadequacies, and broke confidence 
levels.  
These doctoral student women were missing the moments of their children’s lives 
they knew they could never get back. The family bike rides on a weekend, the dance 
recital, game or awards ceremonies they could not make because of class, or the 
seemingly menial time of hanging out and doing nothing with their kid(s) at home. They 
were not the ones volunteering for helping in the classroom, or making their children’s 
Halloween costumes themselves, sometimes just making sure a child was fed, clothed, 
and ready for the day was a celebratory accomplishment. These were a few of the 
sacrifices made by these women and they got through them with tears, anguish, and 
strength. 
At school these women missed deadlines or asked for extensions in order to fulfill 
all their commitments. This created anxiety and fear, and provided evidence for those 
doubting their presence in the classroom potentially emphasizing they must not be 
committed to the program. The feedback of harsh criticism or the red marks on a paper 
they thought was well written had them questioning their abilities. Yet, they kept pushing 
through and worked harder to get better and prove to themselves, not others, they could 
and would complete this doctoral degree. 
At work, some were faced with peers and supervisors who did not understand 




all work expectations and not taking time away from the work for academic reasons 
caused stress for some women; they worried about the perceptions of others. This could 
be the result of being a woman in leadership working to gain acknowledgement and 
respect through means other than fulfilling the bitchy boss role when she accomplishes 
tasks. Worrying about others’ perceptions and seeking respect was exhausting when a 
woman was just trying to do her job. Women were also having to resolve the difficulty 
faced daily on the added expectations of engaging in “smile work” and “mom work” to 
present as the pleasing, nurturing care taker in their role of student affairs practitioner 
(Tierney & Bensimon, 1996).  
Challenges like those described above present themselves to the doctoral student 
mothers in student affairs in every path they take. This resulted in feelings of loneliness 
and isolation and these women got through those challenges and still came out of difficult 
days with perspective and encouragement to continue on their journey. This was done 
with a selflessness and perseverance that lived within the women participating in this 
research study.  
The doctoral student mothers working in student affairs share a humble and 
reserved quality regarding their degree, and still recognized that a doctorate degree was a 
high level accomplishment. Each woman possessed a level of empathy filled with care, 
concern, and acknowledgement of others and their personal impact on those within their 
sphere of influence. For those involved in this study, it was important they provided 
support and encouragement to others hoping to accomplish similar goals. They were 




These women identified as role models, for their children, and not necessarily 
others, but for their children they recognized they were an example of working hard 
toward a personal goal. They wanted their children to see this and to emulate this as well 
as to know as they grow they too can accomplish their dreams. They worked hard in their 
triad of roles to assist others; they wanted to be better professionals so they serve their 
students, colleagues, and institutions to the best of their abilities and seek greater 
knowledge regarding how to achieve this through academics.  
Repeatedly these women emphasized support of other woman and they carried a 
desire to be inspirational in a sense that would encourage women who think they cannot 
sustain these three roles to “do it anyway.” Every individual discussed the feeling of “not 
being anything special” and identified weakness just “like everyone else” when it came to 
how they were able to navigate their roles, they wanted to share this information with the 
other woman contemplating the undertaking of being a student affairs practicing, doctoral 
student mother. They believed in themselves, although all had doubts that snuck into their 
psyche and caused concern, they aspired to have other women believe in themselves too. 
These women collectively provided a community that welcomed acceptance, 
imperfection, and support. They understood the need for ‘space’. Space that allowed 
nothing and everything at the same time; a space to do nothing and just be present when 
necessary and a space to dump and share everything, if that were needed. This came 
through a relational understanding of the experiences they shared and again alluded to 
their giving nature, they knew what they needed and wanted others to have what they 
needed. This came through with the women’s willingness and openness to discuss and 




they are faced with in their lives. The participants were giving of themselves and they 
wanted me to be a successful student who becomes the Dr. I dream to be, they were open 
to sharing and commiserating with me as a peer.  
All of this leads to resilience to just keep going. These women have accepted the 
sacrifices and challenges as the temporary result of their journey. They believed in and 
doubted themselves, often handing out internal dialogues inclusive of a lack of 
confidence as well as encouragement through pep talks. This was cyclical and the times 
of discouragement often were overcome through tears, and anger and resulted in 
determination to get back at it and work harder. These women were finding their means 
of support at home, school, and work. They were accepting of the need for others in their 
journey and looked toward completion as a time for relief, and the reward of simply 
being done! 
The narratives below represent the interpreted voices of the participants working 
with me, as the researcher, to formulate their personal identity and story of who and what 
they are as a doctoral student mother working in student affairs. These descriptions used 
the interview interactions, journal submissions and email content to summarize the stories 
and presence of each of the participants as we understood their lived experiences in the 
triad of roles from a holistic perspective. It was important that the individual participant 
be honored and recognized prior to establishing findings in order to maintain adherence 
to deepening understanding of the authentic women’s perspective while providing 
empowerment, qualities sought in an interpretivist research study. These stories set the 
stage for the findings. While I, the researcher was responsible for the words you read, the 




member checking, reworking, and the confirmation of content received by each 
individual.  
Narrative Seeking 
 The narratives produced for this chapter were used to introduce and describe each 
participant. Each narrative was inclusive of the life experiences recounted by participants 
through interviews and journal entries and my researcher interpretations of this 
information and how it related to the triad of roles each woman was experiencing. The 
participants’ spoken and written words and my interpretation of these words were used to 
create a snapshot description of the women represented in this study and each narrative 
was created to meet the intentions of conducting this research through an interpretivist 
perspective, which placed relationships first throughout the study. This process assisted 
in meeting the expectation of a reciprocal, empowering relationship between researcher 
and participant while fulfilling the need to more fully understand each participant’s story. 
These narratives are a result of member checking and participant edits and were used as a 
data source in analysis phase of this research study. The narratives presented are the 
culminating representations of the women’s shared stories, which allowed me to better 
understand each individual and the collective experiences of these doctoral student 
mothers working in student affairs.  
Participant Narratives 
Ari 
 Ari was a 36-40 year-old, Samoan, civil union/married, woman who was partner 
parenting a ten-year-old daughter. She was a Ph.D. student at the coursework stage of her 




institutional assistant, which allowed her a tuition waiver and stipend. Ari intended to be 
a researcher and scholar following completion of her degree to continue to contribute to 
the Pacific Islander community. Ari did not have a preference for a pseudonym and, 
therefore, I selected one for her. 
“. . . to try and live a meaningful life; (to) contribute to my 
family, community, culture, and society”  
 
Ari was an individual who was strong, resolved, and authentic. This description 
became evident as she discussed her difficult transition to two institutions while 
continuing her pursuit of a degree with a respected advisor, discussed her commitment to 
her familial heritage and keeping this evident in her family’s life, and talked openly about 
presenting herself as she felt not as she was expected to feel. She cared for others, herself, 
and her community in unmatched ways and she attributed this to the relationship when 
she stated, “doing the community work is really what led me to wanting to do a Ph.D.” 
She has a commitment to creating a better world that is more genuine and empowering to 
others, specifically to those she seeks to support through her research. Ari has tried “to 
live a meaningful life; contribute to my family, community, culture, and society,” this as 
well as Ari’s path to a doctoral degree reinforces her true intent of service to others. She 
intended to seek the doctoral degree in order to better inform the practice of 
implementing educational navigation and support to the people of the Pacific Island 
community. Ari said,  
We don’t know enough about Pacific Islanders. We need more research, and you 
know, when I would do advocacy work, that was one point that just kept me 
coming up over and over is like, one of the issues is that we don’t have research. 
So, I think in, in the back of my mind, I was like, well, who’s doing the research 
though? You know, like, who’s pulling together the information we need and we 




time out to look at the community . . . who’s generating research . . . that really 
led me into doing it.  
 
This was an act of selflessness in that she discovered to do the work she was 
committed to, someone, Ari, needed to step up and speak of the importance of the story 
not told, not heard, and shared in research. She has placed the advocacy of others above 
her needs and desires as demonstrated in her need to follow an advisor committed to her 
research topic even as it presented challenges of moving Ari and her family; this was 
commendable and demonstrated Ari’s existence as a role model for others.  
 Ari has provided a varied perspective to the role of doctoral student, mother and 
professional for a multitude of reasons, all of which are of unique value. Ari’s research 
interest and connection to a specific advisor researching this topic, has led her to attend 
more than one institution as a doctoral student. She was set to attend a university close to 
her Samoan roots, then quickly received word her advisor had accepted a different 
position at a western, private institution. Ari attended that private university for two years 
before her advisor again accepted a new position at a large mid-western institution to 
which she transferred in the midst of her doctoral studies program. Ari experienced a 
cohort system with a supportive cast of peers identifying as moms in her first doctoral 
program, and then felt isolated in her mother and professional role after transitioning to a 
much larger and more competitive institution. The lack of connection to other mothers in 
her new doctoral program came, in part, from her late introduction to the cohort, and need 
to focus on family, not student peers, during her transition to the new institution. Ari 
owned she did not prioritize the cohort and when talking about entering the new 




The first doctoral program had support in that my cohort was comprised of two 
other mothering doctoral students. I think that having that connection, two other 
people who understood my position and experiences, made it a lot easier to 
transition into being a graduate student, I didn’t prioritize the cohort here. Plus the 
cohort here just like, they just um, it’s just different, you know? It’s a larger 
cohort and there’s a lot less cohesion, they kind of already knew each other. I did 
notice that there was a, there was shift in, like, how people talked about, yeah, 
most, most people here don’t have kids. At my last university, I think because 
there were the three of us (with kids), um, it was much more; it came up more in 
conversations. It just seems (at the new institution) like they are more aware of 
“competition” with other graduate students, they’re more openly discussing the 
need to publish, getting on lot of different research projects. 
 
Not having a connection with other mothering doctoral students in her second program 
seemed to be an impactful loss for Ari, she described her first cohort experience in her 
journal entry as supportive, “I think just knowing that they would be there if I needed 
them, was a source of comfort.” Her support group of fellow student moms working 
through similar paths made a difference in her experience and trying to reestablish this 
foundation of support in a new place was an overwhelming task when she moved to the 
second university. Ari spoke of interactions with women experiencing similar life 
journeys and how their camaraderie and conversation provided understanding not found 
in other relationships, “we had that . . . having children as a bond.”  
Ari referred to her transformational summer in regards to the emphasis and 
priority of her family and the changes they too were experiencing with the transfer to a 
new institution, city, and community. Ari had an opportunity to be with extended family 
at home for an extended period of time and this provided a new source of reflection for 
her as she moved yet again in the pursuit of her degree. 
I think, um, so I remember moving here like literally the drive from one state to 
another and, um, I've just not gotten (time) off uh, a lot of times that with my 
husband and daughter. We were at the island for most of our summer and it felt so 
good. You know, like being away from a lower 48 state, being away from, a, a, 




know, like just really having that time. I remember on our way to our new home 
thinking like that was too good. You know, like, it shouldn't be like a temporary 
thing for me to enjoy the love of my family. So, I think, I can make a lot of 
friends. I can make friends easily and I had a great time at my first school making 
friends but my kid at the time, she's just . . . nine. I remember thinking like, I only 
have, you know, you get to argue like nine more years before she moves away 
from me. You know? And I was giving myself like, I can, I can, I can choose, I 
can figure, I can decide the kind of presence I have in my daughter’s life. You 
know, like, um, and I can decide like what, um, what will, school has for in my 
life. I can make it (school) I can make it (school) as big a deal as I want. School 
can become a big part of my life and I will let it. Or I can keep it minimal and I 
guess, um, embrace being a mom. 
 
Ari’s reference to a transformation included the excerpt above and was again evident her 
when she spoke about reinforced priorities to family, “I am just trying to be aware of 
some of the things that really matter to me in my life.” Ari wanted her daughter to know 
she was invested in her, and her well-being, even while she was busy with responsibilities 
outside of being a mom. I found this to be a striking description that validates and 
authenticates Ari’s role as a mother and giver of gifts beyond tangible understanding. 
This newly reiterated commitment to family was in part what led Ari to a more 
intentional absence of identifying peer supporters in her new school environment. She 
even mentioned with a chuckle “I feel like I’m pretty good at making friends, but this 
time I just didn’t try” when describing her transition into a new cohort of doctoral 
students. 
Ari’s transition also highlighted the dissimilarities of the programs she studied in 
emphasizing different content as well as a distinction in climate that was unique to the 
faculty and students present in each environment. Ari talked about her first program 
having an “emphasis on apprenticeship with your faculty advisor” and the second 
program making students “aware of the competition with other graduate students, they’re 




These experiences have provided greater knowledge for Ari that allowed her to describe 
more specifically the successes and challenges she has faced with her roles. She has 
worked in a graduate assistant role, which was sacrificial in the sense of finances with the 
family, but provided time and opportunities those with full time work cannot afford. Ari 
recognized these and believed in her pathway toward the more permanent expectations of 
the life as a scholar. She identified the temporary status of her current place in her 
journey yet celebrates the occasions it provided as well. Ari’s salient identity as a 
Samoan woman also demanded attention and a voice in order to more fully understand 
how Ari’s triad roles, mom, doctoral student and higher education professional, played 
out in her life. Ari always kept in mind the “ways I am fulfilling the mission of my 
generation . . . as a Samoan woman born and raised in the diaspora . . . and (Ari) believes 
wholeheartedly in the role that my generation must play in maintaining and safeguarding 
Pacific indigenous culture.” Ari thought about her identity often and how that impacts her 
mothering:  
Especially as a second generation Samoan and first generation (student), but my 
daughter is not, so what are, like what kind of capital can I, you know, can I help 
with giving to her? What is the capital that I can give to her and make sure that 
that’s about, that kind of transference happens?  
 
I am realizing how research regarding identity and roles can lose authenticity and 
foundation when it provides a surface level understanding to the identification as opposed 
to the make-up of identity. Specifically, it lacks the core beliefs necessary to produce 
salience. Ari provided the substance; it was real, it was not clear-cut, and it did not 
provide a perfect image wrapped in an inclusive package within the context of student 
affairs. It was one of the first times in research, and in my journey as a student in the 




salience in self. Ari was rooted in who she was and it was the identity she possessed as a 
Samoan woman that provided the space for all other roles to exist, Ari’s description of 
herself as a “Pacific Scholar--framing every action I take, every research project I am 
apart of, and every work assignment I am given,” was a description of salient self 
throughout her being. What I mean by this is that it was because of her actualized role as 
a Samoan that she was able to authentically give of herself as a student, professional, and 
mother. Ari’s being as a Samoan mother who was also a doctoral student in student 
affairs working within the higher education system is unique, and it connected to others 
within the circle of experiences. These two realities existed together.  
Ari carried a salient identity that she had to continuously unbury from the 
influences around her on a very regular basis, she talked about this “in my motherhood, I 
practice decolonization by emphasizing our Samoan culture and heritage.” Her fortitude, 
strength and will to remain vigilant in providing authenticity and education to the impact 
of the U.S. imperialism she and her community have endured is beyond commendable 
because she did this as her life’s work while managing so many overloaded expectations 
she was required to maintain in order to exist as a student, mom, and professional. Ari did 
this with additional challenges because the intersections of her identity were often 
silenced as she progressed through programmatic expectations, a result of the “markings 
of colonization of the Pacific.” I would argue this continuously ignited her strength to 
continue, while also dampening her spirit. 
Ari has found the sense of peace necessary by looking inward, while having kept 
an extrinsic focus on the why it matters. She has taken the steps necessary, steps so many 




her success in the mission of creating better information and knowledge to empower and 
personally work toward self-authorship. Ari realized her educational journey is “less 
about my grades or performance because I care more about my child’s well being. Like, 
it’s not that I don’t care so much about (grades) it’s about what am I learning, or how I’m 
learning.”  
Ari realized a transformation of self as student with her transition from one 
institution to another. I would offer Ari’s quick decision to change doctoral programs 
prior to starting at the pacific institution and choosing to attend the western, private 
university to follow her trusted advisor did not provide her the time and opportunity to 
reflect, check, and fully immerse her in the new role she was going to be experiencing. 
The time between the two institutions she actually attended however was wrought with 
reflection and a new sense of uncertainty that allowed fear to leak in to her thoughts. I do 
not say she was fearful, just more cautious and concerned for what the new university 
adventure was going to bring. Her first institution for doctoral studies seemed to have 
provided the transition of doctoral student with a support system and camaraderie 
between peers that is not often easy to find and duplicate. Before moving on, Ari took 
time to be home, with family, and time to reflect internally about the move, its impact, 
and her life expectations and goals with a degree. She was again following her trusted 
advisor but the move to a larger, more research intense and “enormously competitive” 
PhD program opened the way for questions not previously asked. Ari has addressed and 
worked through these challenges and maintained a new existence of managing her roles 




Ari understood herself, her roles, and her intentions for the future. Ari provided a 
sense of self, authenticity, and strength as an individual that was admirable and not often 
experienced. She was selfless, humble, and working toward a better future for so many 
more than herself. Ari seemed to be a gift to all those she works, studies, and engages 
with and I look forward to her contributions to the scholarly world, and more importantly 
to the influences she has on her community.  
Brie 
 Brie was a 36-40 year-old, white, married, woman who was partner parenting a 
toddler. She was at the All But Dissertation (ABD) phase of her doctoral program at a 
western state institution. She was a student at a different institution than she was 
employed and was personally financing her degree. Brie intended to continue practicing 
student affairs upon completion of her doctoral degree. Brie selected her pseudonym, it is 
the name her father had wanted for her when she was born.  
“I am able to handle all three (roles) at a pretty high  
level of achievement, which is important to me” 
 
Brie has found her niche in her professional life and she strived to achieve and be 
the best in all she does for work, she described herself as “a super type-A, deadline 
driven, detail-oriented professional . . . naturally I’m wired to be this way (likely what got 
me to this point in my career).” Brie described her decision to pursue a degree in student 
affairs as a result of feeling “affirmed that it (student affairs) was a good fit for me.” Her 
doctorate degree was the next achievement that again validated she was doing the right 
thing for her in the right place. This seemed to be her intrinsic motivation, and I suspect 
that her past student experiences of just getting through may impact why she worked so 




got by with grades that allowed her to graduate and stated, “I was actually a pretty bad 
student in college. I skipped a lot of class (and I mean a lot . . .), I did the bare minimum I 
could do to pass my courses.” Brie entered her professional roles within student affairs 
with greater intentionality after September 11, 2001 events forced her to prioritize what 
she was doing and why, she was traveling across country and missing interactions with 
friends and family on 9-11. The tragic events of this day had Brie reflecting on her life 
goals and she decided to re-enter and seek continued education. This brought about a new 
type of student life for Brie and she “thinks more intentionally about a lot of things, I 
think, in life . . . a little bit more purposeful in a lot of things . . . that led me to really 
engage in my program with sort of, that different intentionality.” Brie took her success in 
stride and also was quick to point out that she believed she happened into opportunities 
with what she called “good fortune.” I would argue that Brie has created spaces for 
herself to be successful and while she claimed she has benefitted from some fortune of 
time and place, she managed to promote and maintain this through a strong work ethic, as 
well as sharpened skills and ability. She worked up to the position of Dean of Students at 
a metropolitan institution and did this without a terminal degree, at the age of 26. 
Brie exuded confidence in her life and seemed to be a believer in herself and her 
abilities; a trait other people would like to possess and one so many women struggled to 
achieve. Brie talked about her ability to negotiate her triad of roles and said she was “able 
to handle all three at a pretty high level of achievement, again which was important to 
me.” 
Brie said she “feels pretty confident in my decision-making abilities” and would 




talk. Sort of, like you can do it, you got it.” This was not to say that Brie believed she was 
the best at all she did, she accepted her strengths and worked on bettering her 
weaknesses. Brie has found a place within her roles that allowed her to challenge and 
push herself for more and accept where she was in the moment. 
Brie set tangible goals and rewards to get her through to the next step. My favorite 
story she shared included her reward at week’s end for completing schoolwork. Brie 
would purchase a small addition to her daughter’s nursery art gallery after her work on 
comprehensive exams was completed per week. This served as an incentive to complete, 
and has narrated a beautiful story demonstrating her achievement toward a life goal Brie 
would be able to share this meaning with her daughter, and it was unique and special to 
their relationship and the role model Brie was and would be for her little girl.  
Brie discussed the existence of difficulty in the triad experiences of work, school 
and family. Brie spoke highly in her partner’s support. He was “supportive through his 
actions” of her achieving her dream and assisted in making it possible by taking on more 
responsibilities when she needed time to work or tend to school. At the same time, there 
seemed to be a disconnect regarding what the doctorate meant to Brie and why she was 
working so hard to achieve this next level of success. “He doesn’t think that I need a 
Ph.D.,” Brie’s husband attributed a terminal degree to obtaining a better job, and to Brie, 
it was beyond this, she had the prestigious position and still desired the degree for herself 
as she described herself as a “learner.” Brie’s partner had a personal philosophy described 
by Brie as a more “work to live” intention while she unapologetically self identified as an 
individual who “lives to work.” This was not too extreme in either case and provided an 




and she felt called to her work in a way that provided fulfillment and enjoyment in her 
professional role resulting in this being an intricate part of her self-identity described in 
her “live to work” enjoyment. This was why she worked so hard and strived to reach 
even greater opportunity with her degree.  
Brie has relied on herself to push her through some of the difficult times in the 
journey of degree, parenting and working. She has support within her work environment 
to persist and complete her degree; it was helpful and appreciated and did not fully 
provide the relatable experiences from others Brie desired. The success Brie has achieved 
has also brought unique challenges that could at times be lonely, as her co-workers did 
not quite seem to comprehend the current realities Brie faced. Interestingly, Brie’s work 
environment was inclusive of moms who were professionally successful and she did not 
sense a peer support between these other women. Brie attributed this to the age difference 
between her and the other professionally successful moms and the ages of their children. 
Brie pointed out these women were supportive and encouraging of her endeavors and she 
saw them as inspirational. These other women were not currently experiencing the same 
journey as Brie and this difference did not allow for a communal interaction of 
camaraderie.  
Brie acknowledged times of “imposter syndrome” and being overwhelmed setting 
in to disturb her confidence. She talked about difficult times and described them in an 
interview,  
I feel like I’m like holding my breath and I’m like, “nothing else can, I’m like, I 
got it. I am holding it together. Don’t budge, like I can make this work because I 





I presume this happened when she started to look outside of herself for the validation she 
typically intrinsically claims. These times seemed infrequent, Brie’s character would get 
her through to the end and I hope she identified individuals within her circle, or beyond, 
who allowed her the space to breathe with acceptance, peace, and no need for her to be 
everything to everyone, at every moment.  
For Brie, getting a terminal degree was not about getting the better job and 
obtaining the prestigious positions, for Brie it was about gaining knowledge and 
satisfying her curiosity to be the best student affairs professional she could be. Do not 
construe this to be that she was not interested in new positions; I would guess Brie would 
continue to move up the executive ladder and would hold an even more prestigious 
positions in the coming years if that is what she chooses to do. Her degree would allow 
her these openings, and her hard work and desire to achieve would assist in creating the 
opportunities that came her way.  
Brie has identified her father as a role model she looked up to and as I reflect on 
what she has shared about his influence as well as her management of her three roles, I 
found it fascinating how their relationship had prepared her to be successful in each 
responsibility. The work ethic, intrinsic motivation to achieve and strive for the best, and 
her ability to know that her best was exactly what she needed to provide her daughter, has 
given Brie a confidence and assuredness so many others seemed to struggle with 
demonstrating. These were things built up and influenced by her relationship with her 




Despite him living more than half way across the country, he and I are very close 
and I think that he’s played an important role in helping me make it work. He and 
I have very similar work styles and traits and despite the fact that he’s recently 
retired from a totally different field (engineering) and that he does not have a 
graduate degree, he’s the person in my life who I think understands the 
complexities of my life best. . . . He “gets” my drive.  
  
I believe Brie when she said she felt good about whom she was and how she 
managed everything. She was not a boastful and arrogant individual; Brie was authentic, 
strong, and capable and those characteristics presented themselves in many aspects of her 
life. Brie demonstrated she was settled with the limitations of life with this triad of roles 
and she allowed herself this freedom when she said: “I recognize, like, logically that there 
is no singular, right way to do it.”  
 Brie opened up about the reality of motherhood and its influence on her identity. 
Brie admitted that she had presented as someone not fully engaged in the nurturing and 
empathetic characteristics typically held by student affairs professionals when she talked 
about “I sort of like created this like weird identity for myself where I was like anti-
caring, which was actually never true.” These were not characteristics she did not 
possess; they just were not the most salient for her. It seemed these were traits that 
brought questions to her regarding how Brie would mother. She seemed relieved and 
impressed with her abilities to be a great mom, remembering a conversation with her 
partner when she asked him “aren’t I a better mom than you thought I was going to be” 
and his honest response was “yeah, actually you are.” Brie also identified how the 
juxtaposition of skillsets balances out in her roles; she was a strategic, no nonsense 
individual with a sharp work ethic as a student and professional and she enjoyed the 
freedom to not be these things as a mom when she is enjoying time with her daughter. 




I am a super Type-A, deadline-driven, detail-oriented professional, but not mom. 
And, I think naturally I’m wired to be this way (likely what got me to this point in 
my career); BUT I enjoy the ‘break’ from it when I am moming. 
 
I believe Brie’s success as a mom also provided strength in her confidence in all 
aspects of her life. She had a well-rounded and diverse ability to take care of all types of 
situations. Additionally, the role of mother provided a perspective on priority allowing 
Brie to stop and enjoy the moments in all aspects of her life. Brie was success; she was a 
role model and an authentic individual who helps others in developing experiences that 
provide the best future.  
Clara 
Clara was a 41-45 year-old, white, married, woman who was partner parenting a 
7-year-old daughter and two step daughters in their 20s, who did not live with she and her 
husband. She recently graduated with her Ed.D. and was employed at the institution she 
attended for doctoral education. Clara worked within Housing and Residence Life and 
intended to continue to practice student affairs. Clara chose not to select her pseudonym; 
I chose the name for her. 
“You matter” 
Kindness was what ultimately exuded from Clara, it was what she strived to 
achieve in all aspects of her life, it was what her daughter demonstrated as she grew up, 
and it was what Clara taught others through the work that she accomplished. Clara 
presented herself authentically with “empathy and communication,” she would never 
want to present as anything less than genuine. Clara wanted the best for each and every 
individual she met and she found the best in people and wanted them to have the 




we help other people feel like they matter in our lives?” Her purpose was to encourage 
and be present with others, she said, “I’ve always tried to make sure that when I’m with 
people, that they are my focal point.” 
Clara was able to work her role of doctoral student into her life in a way that 
changed things in her life and did not take over and disrupt to discouraging levels, Clara 
stated school “became part of the schedule (for the family).” This was remarkable, 
especially considering the socialization expectations in many doctoral programs. Clara 
managed to maintain the life that she wanted to experience without having to give up 
everything but the doctoral work, “everyone realized, you know, that every other 
Saturday, you know, I would be in class. They could continue on doing the fun things 
they did, but that was just what they had to do.” Clara’s schoolwork and academic 
expectations became part of the family schedule and priorities began to include this new 
role. Clara also did this with her work; she never allowed her academic work to intrude 
on her professional role. She maintained awareness to other’s perceptions of her work 
ethic and she learned that “negotiation of things and structuring time” were essential to 
her success. I suspect she was more in tune to these perceptions than those around her; 
Clara said  
My reputation is really important to me and so I didn’t want people to kind of just 
automatically think, “Oh, she’s just slacking off because of this program.” So it 
became even more important for me to stay on top of things. 
 
Clara acknowledged the need to work harder to gain the respect and professional 
equivalence of her male counterpart. She knew this and she strategized ways to use this to 




spoke of this in reference to her male counterpart in her parallel department at work, she 
joked: 
You know, it is kind of funny, there are some times when I let him win because it 
is easier for me down the line, so there are these kind of, I don’t want to say 
games. I don’t like that word, strategies to get what my department needs, to get 
what my staff need. 
 
She has found that being her authentic self takes on different characteristics in 
different settings. This was a coping mechanism she has used to be successful, and this 
was rooted in the masculine culture still honored in academia and within the life of Clara.  
We’ve learned that we have to, um, how do I say, be different people for different 
audiences . . . you know, I can be myself, my one self, in front of students. My 
next self in front of faculty, my nest self with, you know, my male counterparts. 
Like, I’m always dancing between identities . . . . There are some adjustments I 
have to make in my day to get accomplished what I need to. 
 
Clara has been validated for her positive influence, even from what some would 
equate the harshest critics, her daughters gained through partnership whose love was 
evident in the thoughtful and personal gifts shared for Clara at the celebration of her 
graduation. She is building up the women in her life to be even better humans 
contributing to this world, and she would be the first to wave off accolades, she was 
humble and she was an amazing role model. Clara boasted, “the biggest thing for me was 
wanting to be a role model and wanting to show them (her daughters) that they could do 
anything they wanted to do if they just put their mind to it.” Clara’s intentionality of 
caring for others and ensuring they feel heard, valued and validated speaks to the high 
quality of Clara’s character.  
Clara’s confidence has grown through the process of completing her doctorate 
work. Her supervisor extended a congratulatory compliment of having accomplished so 




continuously going above and beyond what was necessary in order to assure greater 
success in the end. She not only finished her doctorate degree, she did this while 
maintaining a director position in an unpredictable department environment while 
maintaining availability 24/7, something her youngest daughter calls “being on demand.” 
The confidence Clara presented was not always ever present, she worked to find her 
niche, and developed a sense of confidence she still allows to be questioned in certain 
circumstances. Clara celebrated acceptance of herself, acknowledging that she is 
perfectly imperfect. Clara shared the story of feeling prepared and confident for her 
dissertation defense and realizing prior to the presentation she was wearing an unmatched 
pair of shoes.  
I remember going to work that morning (yes I went to work), and I was walking 
around and smelling the roses outside my office (something I do often in 
remembrance of an influential graduate school faculty member). It was then I 
realized I was wearing two different shoes!!! Similar, but different! I laughed at 
myself and remembered that although it was perhaps the biggest presentation of 
my life, I was me!!! 
 
She said this with relief in that moment; this statement is telling of her acceptance 
and belief in who she is and what that means to the world. I envy that level of 
assuredness that no matter the circumstances, being you is enough.  
Clara recognized areas she had to limit personal gain for the betterment of the 
others as a whole, specifically, her family and work mates, she demonstrated this in her 
commitment to a lack of sleep waking at 4:00 a.m. to ensure academic work was 
complete before the rest of her home was awake to start the day. She continued this 
practice by requesting early morning interviews for this study. I suspect when given the 
opportunity to self-sacrifice instead of having another individual sacrifice, Clara would 




of those, like, social events and things.” This shows up as a lack of self-care, loss of 
personal self-connection, and seemed to be consistent with other moms in multiple roles. 
Clara did not take the opportunities to gain further engagement with her cohort through 
outside activities and trips, as she knew the sacrifice her family would incur. She 
acknowledged the missed family time due to assignments, class time, and working on her 
dissertation. This was all done in a productive way that allowed her to stay involved with 
family, work, and school without having to ‘give up her life’ as others had claimed 
necessary when entering a doctoral program. She would often use the skills she gained 
through her professional work in student affairs to explain, and manage busy times, 
“structure” was her foundation and what allowed her to do these things. Experience 
taught Clara that you need to know when to ask for help, and you need to accept it, 
although it is not something that comes easily.  
I am really working hard on asking for help. We have these amazing neighbors 
who’ve become kind of surrogate parents and grandparents for us here, and, um, 
you know they want to help all the time with our daughter but I don’t want to, 
that’s not a burden I want to put on them.  
 
Clara was proud of herself, this was important because too many times 
individuals seem to pass off their accomplishments. In addition to successful completion 
of the doctoral degree while managing so many other important roles, Clara took on a 
new type of dissertation and was the first in her program to complete a three article 
manuscript. Clara has been referred to as the model for others to emulate within her 
academic program and this too is something to be celebrated. Clara has become a scholar; 
she is incorporating knowledge and scholarship into practice and working to have this 
identity be a more visible part of who she is as a professional. This identity was 




existed. (I) found out that I do have researcher skills.” Clara has all the reasons to be 
proud for achieving something amazing, something that is hard to complete, and 
something that allows her to stand out from the crowd. Dr. Clara was a big deal and she 
should be proud of herself, she earned this and she deserved this.  
The completion of the degree has brought about an appreciation for so many 
things in her life as she has had to temporarily step aside from them while she completed 
school. She kept a motivational perspective of the temporary status of the things she was 
missing and this allowed her to stay focused, on track, and allowed her to get “E. D. 
Done,” her mantra stated throughout her time as a doctoral student! Clara recognizes the 
role of support and encouragement she receives from her partner, family, and work 
environment as partially responsible for the completion of her degree. She acknowledged 
that without this team behind her, the journey would have been more challenging. Clara 
said she never felt alone and I believe this was a key reason she was able to maintain and 
continue to completion in her personally allotted time. Clara also pointed out how 
motivating other’s doubts could be; being told “you can’t” has provided Clara with 
empowerment.  
Clara would appreciate recognition of her doctorate accomplishments from a few 
more of her supervisors, and Clara knows that it was really the moments she experiences 
with students that provide the rewards that keep her motivated. Clara expressed this in 
our interview when she said:  
I would love for my vice president to acknowledge my doctoral degree. Now I 
believe that he will say something at our student affairs kick-off, because he 
always does, but that is the only thing that really gets said. No note, no nothing. 
Now I know he is a busy man. I know vice presidents are busy men, but these are 
things that I note that someday when I’m a, I hope, a vice president that I can say, 




accomplish these tasks. . . . You can’t go looking for thank you notes and awards 
and stuff. What you have to do is you have to see things like the light bulb go on 
when you talk to a student. 
 
Clara’s deep care for others was evident in that she recognized the true reward of a job 
well done was seen through the eyes of those she served and the accomplishments they 
achieved. Clara’s priorities and values were wrapped up in the people in her life, I have 
no doubt they felt her care and love on a consistent basis.  
 Clara discussed the sense of community within groups of women experiencing the 
similar journey of doctoral student, mom, and student affairs professional. This 
community could be the supportive encouragers for women to depend on to feel 
empowered and confident enough to complete degrees and move up in their executive 
roles within higher education. Clara wanted to “encourage more women to make this 
happen for themselves so that we can further our career and have as much as we can.” 
Clara was a role model to other women and it was in her authentic delivery that she 
communicated her belief in others to be successful. 
Diana 
Diana was a 41-45 year-old, Filipino, separated, woman who was solo parenting a 
9-year-old son and 12-year-old daughter. She recently graduated with her Ed.D. and 
attended an institution separate from where she worked. Diana currently planned to 
continue working as a practitioner. Diana chose her pseudonym; it was the alias of her 




“I want my colleagues to be aware of me, in all my identities, as my most 
authentic self and validate me as a scholar, as an academician, as a professional 
and as someone who is valued in terms of what I bring to the culture because of 
my “other-ed perspective.”  
 
Diana had a transformational experience as a doctoral student, while I suspect 
there were multiple contributing factors including her marriage separation, work 
experiences, and personal identity development that allowed Diana to move through the 
transformation; I suggest Diana has entered her role of Dr. with more confidence, and 
authority than she had at the start of the doctoral journey, not just in the role of scholar, 
but in all the roles she possesses. Diana described a lack of confidence regarding the 
course content at the start of her doctoral work. I believe there were at least two 
influences to these feelings, Diana’s unfamiliarity with theories in student affairs and her 
lack of similarity amongst her peers regarding Diana’s salient identity as a foreign born, 
Filipino woman. Diana had a counseling background and described her first 6 months in 
her student affairs doctoral program as difficult:  
I’m foreign born citizen, it, I was drawing parallels to that first 6 months so I felt 
like a foreigner, I didn’t understand the language. I didn’t understand the 
conversations, I didn’t know what people were talking about . . . I had no idea 
what any of that stuff was . . . so it was, trying to understand the language, trying 
to understand the content at the doctoral level, at an accelerated pace, and be able 
to be part of that, um, professional academic discussion. 
 
In the beginning two years, Diana would start her semester with faculty by 
“apologizing for my lack of student affairs’ knowledge.” Diana felt her lack of 
experience necessitated an apology and a need to justify her presence by making sure the 
faculty knew she was going to work extremely hard to achieve the highest grades. Diana 
spoke of how she felt ”other-ed” within her coursework and her cohort, not only because 




own head from past experiences, from past critical voices that said you’re not a student, 
you’re not.” There were times that she felt prideful for the work she was producing as it 
was impacting her community and being recognized in her peer groups as successful, she 
was receiving validation of success from faculty yet Diana could not understand the lack 
of engagement from her fellow classmates. Diana’s faculty was telling her “you are doing 
good work” and validated her interaction and contribution to the classes she took. The 
“silence “ of her peers left Diana vulnerable to her past experiences and the voices she let 
inform her of what she perceived to be her inabilities to be a successful student. Prior to 
Diana’s experiences as a doctoral student, her previous years of schooling had been filled 
with messages of ‘you are not’ and this pushed down her confidence, even though she 
was a successful student affairs administrator with knowledge and insight not necessarily 
matched in her classrooms. It was not until another classmate clarified the silence Diana 
experienced as the other student’s time for processing and thinking.  
Even though we were a very close cohort I felt like, hmm, I’m not really a part of 
this right now, I’m not really part of this community and this conversation. And it 
took one of my interviewees to reframe them, he said, “when those moments of 
silence has happened every time, almost every time you spoke, it was because you 
were challenging us to see something differently.” 
 
Diana shared that according to a peer, her comments often invoked thoughtfulness 
that required time to think, whereas Diana mistook this quiet as her inability to 
communicate with her peers. The reframing of this perspective allowed Diana to catch a 
glimpse of what her peers did think of her: she provokes thought with insight when she 
speaks, and people are intently listening. It was interesting that Diana did not see how she 
could translate her success professionally in a student affairs role as a preparation for her 




the course work provided the tangible references and language she instinctually already 
understood. She referenced this when she said, “now I am armed with the understanding 
that I can put that in the context of research and begin to speak the language of my 
faculty members.” Her experience and knowledge of the real world of student affairs 
should have been a source of pride that would earn her respect from classmates. 
Diana said “I’m not apologizing anymore,” and she realized that she did have 
something important to say, and that what she had to say needed to be heard. This was in 
her doctoral work specifically and was reemphasized, as she had to stand up for herself 
and her right to research as the doctoral student completing her dissertation. Diana stood 
up to her advisor when she suggested Diana reframe her dissertation study in a way that 
felt inauthentic to Diana. Diana shared with her advisor her need to honor her personal 
perspective and be engaged in what she was exploring, Diana knew that she must be 
authentically present in her research for it to be the study she desired. Diana 
acknowledged the difficulty of the conversation and this became one turning point in her 
ability to take hold of the situation of completing her dissertation and move forward with 
greater confidence and fortitude. 
That was probably the most difficult conversation because that was the first time I 
had to vocalize what I need from you in this process, is to let me have my process 
. . . I need this not to be your (her advisor’s) ego.  
 
In addition to identifying her voice, I believe her doctoral experience also 
provided her the insight of her voice mattering and deserving attention. I believe this 
academic lives inside her and was waiting to be validated by Diana, it will be a loud, 
strong, and present voice for her professional future. The identity of scholar was not yet 




presenting research and challenging work norms, she was working her way toward this 
self-authorship. It appeared that the transition may be a difficult, unnecessarily long road 
within her professional realm, and Diana knew she deserved to be heard, she has the 
skills, training, and instinctual ability to be a tremendous student affairs administrators, 
and she was an individual who will make a remarkable difference and impression on any 
institution that is lucky enough to have her. The below quote shared by Diana reiterated 
her awareness of her abilities:  
I want my colleagues to be able to see me. I want my colleagues to be aware of 
me (in all my identities, as my most authentic self) and validate me as a scholar, 
as an academician, as a professional and as someone who is valued in terms of 
what I bring to the culture because of my “other-ed” perspective. What I do has 
justification, what I do has validation, and now I am armed with the 
understanding that I can put that in the context of research, and begin to speak the 
language of my faculty members so that they can begin to hear me. 
 
Diana’s strength has been unleashed and while it may be slowly unveiling itself in some 
facets of her life and her roles, it will be out and it will be heard, and people will be 
listening. 
Diana’s intentionality has provided her space to be present, aware, and validating 
for others “I have always been drawn to working to provide a forum for the presence of 
those who have been made to feel marginalized and unseen, for those “others’ to feel 
seen and heard.” These are three characteristics that Diana also seeks in her triad of roles. 
Diana’s desire to share a space where all her identities are present, validated, celebrated, 
and welcomed is how she shows up for others. Diana spoke to the impact of validation, in 
all roles, when someone provides validation for another person something happens “to 
validate each other and support one another is a phenomenal way of managing.” This 




and acknowledgement are important factors that resonated with Diana and she created 
these for others. 
Diana understood from the start of doctoral work that school would be a difficult 
struggle that would require sacrifice. Diana acknowledged the sacrifices those closest to 
her had to endure and made intentional steps to be all she could be for others. Diana 
attributed her cultural teachings instilling the expectations she be all things to all people, 
to self-sacrifice to “serve others and to give of herself,” even if there is little to give. 
Diana honored this cultural upbringing and was learning the ability to still provide the 
service to others while ensuring that she too had enough to give. Self-care was a well-
deserved attribute for Diana and as she found and continued to develop the voice that has 
so much to share with the worlds she occupied, the self-care was developing with 
acquired self-awareness, presence and validation.  
Diana lived with the salient identity as a person of color, “a woman of color and 
not African American,” this was a distinction made by Diana. A woman foreign born and 
experiencing the differences and “otherness” that could not be understood by those who 
would never live this identity. This was Diana, and it was not the same story of her peers. 
This was an identity not often heard and this left a deafening silence for those coming up 
after those that have been successful. The stories need to be heard and shared and she 
urged others to speak up:  
Own you as you are, and say, well I’m valid as I am. So you, you getting to that 
ah-ha moment of, yes I’m in marginal space and this will always be my space, 
own the space where I live and say that my voice is important.  
 
The identities cannot get lost and intertwined with others because this results in silencing 




the journey of hearing other. Her influence in her professional, personal and continued 
academic roles will bring change to her sphere of influence and extend to those that have 
the great privilege to be touched by her contributions. Diana had an innate ability to draw 
parallels others can relate to, which I find as a great gift resulting from her generalized 
experiences being hard to relate to in many aspects of her life as her lived experiences 
were rarely represented, validated, or respected. Diana brought inclusivity to many with 
her explanations and descriptive comparisons. 
Diana proclaimed, “I am an academician” and identified as a scholar, she fought 
long and hard and the sacrifices that came for her success and experience will always be 
in her thoughts. She acknowledged a hope for the rewards of the sacrifices to be realized 
and I believe that as she gets further away from the experience of school, she will soon 
realize the sacrifices provided her greater opportunity and more immeasurable rewards 
than she could ever have imagined.  
Diana was the perpetual, enthusiastic motivator who authentically delivers a 
belief and care in individuals they have no choice but to believe as the truth, she 
convinced you of your own abilities and strengths. Diana lifted you up and would pick 
you up if you fell. She recognized the difficulty of the journey and also knew that you 
could work through it if you wanted to. It was not easy, it took work, sacrifice, and 
fortitude and you can, and you have to try. Diana felt an intensity for others that was rare 
it was raw and real and carefully treated as it has a fragility she was all too cognizant of 
and wants to honor. I would suspect this might be a product of her feelings of not being 
valued and accepted within the “inner circles” so many times in life. The painful 




aspect, of every individual she comes into contact with. She led with compassion and 
care, even when it was difficult and she has no more to give. I feel as if she was finding 
the inner ability to care for herself the way she cares for others as she deserves this love 
and acceptance through her own validation. Diana deserved a place at the table and I 
hope she finds the right table, one that will value her contributions and experiences, as 
they deserve to be valued. Diana’s own words demonstrate her transformation and the 
hope she has for all others: 
In the past, my “different-ness” was always pointed out in a way that made those 
characteristics about me feel like deficits. The way we talk about “normative” 
characteristic and behaviors always left me feeling like I was not normal, an 
aberration. I appreciate my differences more now as what makes me unique. I am 
embracing that as something that makes me strong . . . the human spirit seeks 
awareness and validation of the self. 
 
I am changed for having had the opportunity to connect with Diana. I am more 
motivated, inspired, and confident to be me, without apologizing! Diana’s inspirational 
qualities will be the difference in many lives. Her children have an amazing role model, 
her colleagues have a gift and resource that is not often found, and her students are 
beyond blessed to look up to this woman. Diana was making a difference and will make 
the difference for so many; I cannot wait to follow her as the journey continues. The 
journey is going to be great and I know I will hear her voice again! 
Dixie 
 Dixie was a 31-35 year-old, white, married, woman who was partner parenting a 
2-year-old and was expecting her second child in October 2016. She was a Ph.D. student 
at the comprehensive exam stage of her doctoral program at a large southeast institution 




position to one within faculty as she completed her degree. Dixie selected her 
pseudonym, as it is a nickname given to her by a respected mentor.  
“this [being a Dr. Mom working in student affairs]is what I want to do” 
 
Prepared, intentional, and strategically organized for effectiveness and efficiency. 
This was how I would describe Dixie. Dixie was forthright in describing her path, which 
she seemingly guided and groomed in all aspects of her life, professionally, personally, 
and academically. I wonder if Dixie would want it any other way? It appeared that this 
has provided her well holistically. She demonstrated and successfully achieved the goals 
and expectations that she set for herself and she was clear, deliberate and open to let 
others join her for the ride, as long as there was an understanding the ride results would 
be as she has intended. This is not to say there is rigidity to Dixie; I would actually 
conclude the opposite. With Dixie, the path was laid out and prepared but not without 
flexibility.  
Dixie had always intended to pursue her doctorate and when she decided to look 
for a partner in life, she was upfront with her personal goals and he accepted the trials 
that came with seeking a terminal degree and life within student affairs. Dixie pursued 
continued education after completion of her masters’ degree; she applied for a doctoral 
program and was not accepted so she opted to start a Masters of Business Administration 
(MBA) program and then stopped when her job changed. Still interested in pursuing her 
doctorate degree, she found an entry level position at a college in her home state and then 
started to take classes toward her Ph.D.. While the initial starts to furthered schooling 




her. Dixie’s journey to find the right program resulted in what she calls the “perfect fit” 
in timing, location, and content.  
Dixie’s journey was organized with intentionality and deliberateness and allowed 
for influence and meandering when asked in her journal to discuss her greatest strengths, 
she listed “organization of my work life, and student life” allowed for organization in her 
role as mom. Dixie talked about her belief in providing structure when she described how 
she constructed her pathway toward doctoral completion; “organization . . . so I can work 
ahead or be where I need to be. I structure my time very strategically, organization is key 
so I can maintain focus and finish.” The most important aspect of the journey is the 
results, the goal, and what the reward will be once she has arrived. I believe if her path 
began to be interrupted with life occurrences, changes in family dynamics or new 
professional positions Dixie will thoroughly analyze options, potential outcomes, and the 
positive results of a change.  
 Dixie prepared by doing her research and she was well informed prior to making 
decisions and setting forth on new opportunities. She employed her knowledge, 
astuteness, and instincts to properly navigate new roles or expectations. When Dixie 
decided to make a move and be a part of something, she became informed and prepared 
by seeking out new knowledge. She did this through observation of others, she described 
this in learning how to be doctoral student and work in student affairs: 
As a student, and cleverly, quietly observing to see, okay, what are some of the 
things that even my colleagues have either started or completed their doctoral 
work . . . seeing what they experienced, and learned from them, so I either won’t 
make those mistakes again, or I would try to intentionally try to find the support 





If things came up, Dixie knew how to make the most of the situation, without taking 
advantage of the situation. This was a developed skill heightened with her role as a mom 
to a toddler and expecting her second in the coming months. These experiences of 
parenthood provided her an awareness of things outside of her control and Dixie, as she 
did so well, discovered how to use these times as an opportunity for positive results. 
Dixie said she was “always spinning things to make it happen, make it work” and this 
was done as she overlapped expectations between her roles. The occasion for research 
she partook in allowed her to be intentional on taking strategic steps that are most 
appropriate for getting where she wanted to be professionally. She did this specifically 
with her goals of becoming faculty and seeking research and mentors out in ways other 
doctoral students do not. Dixie described her actions of this by saying, “I inserted myself 
into several research projects which I can write on or analyze the data in order to get co-
authored on the publications and presentations.” I understand this to have been out of 
necessity, she was unavailable for the more traditional ‘extra’ doctoral student research, I 
also believe it to be an intelligent and strategic move to get the respect and attention she 
deserves for her productivity and ability. She was not like her fellow doc students with 
freedoms to socialize, get to know faculty and choose to take on additional projects in 
order to better situate herself for a future position and this did not hold her back in any 
way. In fact, I would argue it propelled her into a new realm of possibility others do not 
generate. She knew she was the driver of her journey and said “you need to bounce ideas, 
you need to hear narratives and paths so you can learn from them and ultimately carve 
your own path to accomplish your goals.” Dixie did this as she created new and different 




with others and learn and gain more from them than a new acquaintance resulting in 
respectable nods in the hallways, Dixie worked as a volunteer Teaching Assistant, to 
receive experience in the classroom. She built villages in each of her roles that will raise 
her to the next levels in the other important roles she lives.  
Dixie was a self-described “natural born teacher and advocate” who evaluated her 
experiences and knowledge to identify how she might help others. I felt she might 
occasionally hold a bit of this information close and guarded herself to ensure the sharing 
was the most productive and beneficial outcome for all, including herself. She was an 
advocate for others to be successful, and most importantly she was an advocate for 
herself. It was admirable, her ability to be aware of and take care of herself. Dixie’s 
shared stories of being labeled as the “bossy bitch” because she “can come off very 
aggressive, or abrasive, because I try to exude my passion, and understanding.” Dixie 
negotiated a reputation filled with success, confidence, and organization that was not 
always well received in peer groups and, in spite of this perception, Dixie shared 
examples that she was respected and looked up to amongst her peers as she was sought 
out for guidance, help, and support repeatedly. Hmmm, what did that mean, a woman 
respected in roles where she asserted her abilities, knowledge and strengths to be at the 
table, not just sitting at the table, to be at the table, contributing to the conversation and 
others are listening. She knows this “bossy bitch” thing was spoken and while I believe it 
bothered her, she also knew this was because she was successful, strong, and achieving 
great things and it was not a fair or accurate label and assessment of the individual, not 
just woman, the INDIVIDUAL who accomplished great things and had a future of 




how others sometimes label her, “I don’t even care about that, anymore, because if I 
don’t say it, then nobody else will . . . I think I really started developing that voice, and 
that persona, like when I was in graduated school . . . to self-advocate.” 
Dixie was a giver, and she believed and employed an outreach with an 
expectation of reciprocity, she would help you, she would do it first, willingly, and 
honestly and she would wait for the return from you. She sat that expectation; she was 
transparent and made sure she networked often and she has “come to learn connections 
and transparency in your work is important. Know who you can trust, building those 
relationships and then being honest with those individuals is key.” I imagine you knew 
where you stood with Dixie and that if you had a question, she would expect you to ask, 
hear the answer and then discuss how a development and growth of the relationship could 
allow all parties to achieve and reach greater goodness for all involved and the 
community too. Dixie lifted others up and worked to allow them to have extended 
experiences that bettered them for their future, returning the support and encouragement 
that she has received. Dixie developed a skill so many struggle with in the triad of roles 
of mother, student affairs professional, and doctoral student; Dixie learned to say no to 
additional opportunities when they would interfere with her tasks and goals at hand. It 
was intentional, thought through, and with herself and her roles in mind. Dixie made her 
needs a priority in a way that honors who she was, what she was doing, and the dreams 
she was working to accomplish. 
Dixie spoke of the validating experiences she had in her work and in her 
academics, this seemed to be a result she may or may not have seen as the reward for 




people. The validation came from those not seeing her in the role of mother, professional 
or student. It came from those that realized in addition to the role she presented to them, 
she was something and someone else to someone else, a validation of being a 
professional at school; of being a researcher at work and of a parent at work or school. 
Dixie appreciated the validation and I believe this was one of her motivators, to hear 
others impressions of her hard work and dedication that results in great outputs. She will 
be desired professionally in faculty and administrative positions, and I am sure she knows 
that validation is not always easy to come by in these spaces of the triad experiences. 
Dixie has created a village that allowed her to be supported, encouraged and 
motivated. This was not a natural or easy creation. Dixie sought out community that 
would allow her to help them and help herself in return. She was involved in a baby-
wearing group with other moms, she participated in a Doctor Mom group on her campus, 
and she engaged in “overlapping” opportunities with work and school above and beyond 
coursework. She gave herself permission to need and to ask for assistance, again 
something admirable that demonstrated an awareness to practice the skills she taught 
others. I believe Dixie identified her goals; saw, developed, and cleared the path. She 
made sure there was support in place; she saw the opportunity in the challenges and kept 
going, even if she had to pause or cross to a less groomed path for a moment. She reached 
her goals. 
Dixie was an “eternal optimist” and she was happy where she was and how she 
got there. She was proud too, and she should be proud of herself. She realized what was 
permanent, priority and what was temporary and a means to an end. With this, I sensed 




seek the comfort and relief she may never seem to be able to grasp with both hands by 
herself. She attributed her village of support to keeping her head up: “Even the eternal 
optimists have rough patches and need that support from others. It doesn’t happen often, 
and when it does, I believe my circles know that (who know me well) and will help me 
move past this patch.”  
Dixie spoke, more than once, of the persona she felt she must often present and 
the sense of break she feels when she was home, safe, with those who are her “real” 
world; her family. Dixie presented as a very positive person who needed time to step out 
of always providing positive motivation and optimism. Dixie realized her need to take 
care of herself too. Dixie said, “if I am not able to take that time for myself (which I must 
commit to) I have to do this during lunch or work without question or concern.” Her most 
effective self-care tool was having found support in all aspects of her life. Dixie 
especially relied on the support of her husband who allowed her to be her and to be 
vulnerable. She described this when she stated, “I don’t know how I got so lucky to have 
him as my core support system but I am thankful for every bit of him.” I would say Dixie 
may have felt vulnerable in contexts and situations of her life and she never showed this, 
she stood tall and proud and smiled through with leadership, strength, and fortitude 
because that was what she did and it was what she was really good at doing! 
Dixie knew that she mattered, she was in charge and control of the life she had in 
front of her, to a point that she could guide it toward the dreams and accomplishments of 
her choosing. She acknowledged, saw, and remained aware of the challenges. Dixie was 




She would accomplish her dreams and would be extremely successful at all that she 
strives to achieve. 
Elise 
 Elise was a 36-40 year-old, white, married, woman who was partner parenting a 
2-year-old. She was a Ph.D. student at the comprehensive exam stage of her doctoral 
program at a large southwestern institution where she was also employed. Elise expected 
to stay in student affairs as a practitioner upon completion. I selected this pseudonym, as 
Elise did not have a preference. 
“. . . I just feel like I know what I am doing” 
Elise was an individual with a quiet, keen, and strong ability to lead, direct, and 
encourage others. Elise believed this statement gave her too much credit and I thought 
that was what made it even more remarkable. She presented herself in a way that 
underrepresented her abilities and provided a humble essence that allowed for 
approachability, authentic care, and unwavering commitment to the people she was 
interacting with. Elise was incredibly considerate of others and wanted to be sure there 
was inclusivity and never a sense created that made others feel inferior to her in any way. 
She rarely shared that she was a doctoral student because “I don’t want people to also like 
maybe feel bad that they’re were doing something (to further their education).” She 
looked at her education as having had the chance to complete a doctorate in a convenient 
and affordable way through work and she recognizes the great opportunity. The 
university she was employed with offered tuition waivers for full-time staff and she chose 
to capitalize on the opportunity to complete her doctorate so she could “position myself 




take it for granted, and she downplayed her ability to have been achieving and 
completing the enormity of working on a Ph.D. Additionally, Elise worked hard to create 
a work environment that honored and respected those that work and use their services, 
she was extremely complimentary of the support the office provided and humble about 
her role in fostering this for those within the office.  
I think this is because as a department, we strive for a manageable work/life 
balance, the team feels like their needs are heard and addressed whenever 
possible, and we avoid micromanaging everyone’s daily work. I am proud that we 
have created an environment where people genuinely like each other even when 
disagreeing and that we have very little drama and discontent. 
 
Elise’s potential in an executive administrative position could influence positive change 
in many student affairs divisions, although Elise’s initial reaction when asked about 
taking on a more senior leadership type role was one of passivity, it was not for her as she 
said “you have to be everything for everyone while pursuing goals that you wouldn’t 
necessarily set for yourself.” I am sure that no matter the direction and roles Elise fulfills 
will result in great things for many people, she prided herself as being  
. . . introspective and relatively confident. I know myself really well, so I’m able 
to stay calm and mediate my emotions in stressful, awkward, or contentious 
situations . . . I do this on a daily basis interacting with colleagues, fellow 
students, and my family. I do a lot of consensus building early on. I feel confident 
in presenting my ideas and choosing a path.  
 
These are qualities and characteristics of a good leader, and they represent a women 
working toward self-authorship. Elise’s authenticity and genuine quality are admirable 
and have the potential to inspire a change in the offices and spaces she occupies, it was 
refreshing to hear her commitment to her personal ethics and integrity, it was an example 




Elise was coming into her identity as a scholar and was prideful in the recognition 
she was receiving as a student.  
I felt proud that a professor recommended my dissertation proposal as a model for 
other students to follow. At this stage where I’m making my own decisions about 
research questions, methods, and the literature to include, I often feel like I don’t 
know what I’m doing. This recommendation confirmed that I have some clue and 
that the faculty feel good about my ability to think through the research process. 
 
Elise took life as it came and stated she was not an “overtly ambitious person.” While she 
may not have believed herself to be ambitious, I believe her true self was so hardworking, 
committed, and authentic that ambition was a natural byproduct of how she conducted 
herself in her roles, even when it was not an intended outcome on her part. Her ambition 
was not driven by reward; it was the outcome of her committed work ethic. Elise seized 
opportunities to prepare for the potential that exists in the future. While I would not call 
her intentionally strategic, she was fully aware of and planning for continued success in 
her professional world. She did this with her connections of roles, Elise would identify 
how skills from one role might be beneficial and provide insight into other roles and this 
was another way in which she more seamlessly transitions through her expectations 
within her triad of roles. Elise talked about the skills she was gaining and building in 
coursework and motherhood and how the knowledge allowed her to better fulfill job 
expectations,  
One thing that brings that (my three roles) all together is a session that we do for 
parents for incoming students. I think it kind of ties in the roles of being a mom, 
working in student affairs, and then kind of having that theoretical background of 
student development. I think that that’s been like very successful and like 
contributing to that presentation and providing that supervising psychologist with 
some of the scenarios that we see and then helping her build her presentation I 





The added identity of mom brought about a newfound understanding of what it meant to 
care and love a child, this insight provided connections to student families she did not 
have previously. Elise alluded to new abilities in her work in relation to her mom role 
when she said,  
But once you have kids you get a lot more used to saying, “Don’t do that. That’s 
dangerous. You can’t do that.” And having like quick and good rational reasons 
as to why something has to be the way that it is. I think that skill has improved as 
I’ve become a parent and I’m able to translate that into other situations when 
talking with parents. 
 
Elise’s community within her academic program did not provide a sense of 
connection regarding other students experiencing similar journeys. Upon reflection, Elise 
recognized the benefits this could have provided her and will be more intentionally 
reaching out to others to support, encourage, and experience the journey of doctoral work 
together. 
This process has made me think about connecting more intentionally with other 
working moms in my academic program. Several of us will enter dissertation 
phase near the same time, and I feel like we may be able to support each other in 
unique ways--writing support, emotional support, troubleshooting and ideas, 
childcare, strategies for balancing the load, etc. 
 
Elise met unexpected difficulties regarding her academic progress that are 
completely out of her power of control with a committee that remains underdetermined 
due to faculty leaving the institution. She laughed saying, “I don’t even have my 
committee yet.” She did not allow this to be a stumbling block, she simply looked at it as 
part of the process that will work itself out and she took care of things as they came up 
and progressed at the speed that was intended. She was an individual that openly 
accepted how things happened without complaining about what could have been. This 




experiences. Elise’s position at the institution provided context and knowledge beneficial 
to her as a student. She was aware of processes and policies that many other students may 
not be informed of and this allowed her to employ things such as a Graduate Student 
Leave of Absence from her program in order to tend to her role as mom. Elise had an 
office environment that provided support and encouragement as she continued through 
the difficult times of the program. Elise admitted to putting “school as the third priority” 
when comparing the triad of her roles as mom, professional, and student. This changed 
above work when due dates approach, and her supervisor provided her time to work on 
papers and assignments when it was crunch time. She was extremely aware of this and 
thankful for the opportunity and this again spoke to her ability to see the positive and be 
sure others experience it too. 
Elise celebrated successes and instead of focusing on large, tangible rewards, she 
found the compensation of the end of a semester and a break was payment for hard work 
in a semester. When asked about the rewarding part of being a student Elise said, 
“definitely getting to the end of the semester and getting a break just feels so much 
sweeter than even, you know in a more full-time Master’s program.” The stress of 
imminent deadlines and expectations bogged her down during the semester and the relief 
of not having those during the breaks was a welcome reprieve. She found it difficult to 
rev back up at the start of semester sometimes; she really enjoyed extra time with her 
family and accepting school as the ‘other’ expectation is challenging.  
Elise was searching to reclaim the hobbies that at one time were part of her 
identity, the ones that existed before the role of mom, doctoral student, and professional 




Actually one identity that I totally lost going back to school and then especially 
having a child was, um, I was doing triathlons and I was really physically fit. As 
far as going back to school and, I mean, I have no time now to do that. 
 
This did not mean that she was not herself, or that she was unhappy or in any way 
resentful toward those new roles and the expectations that come with each of them. She 
just had not been able to take the opportunity to enjoy and explore who she was and who 
she was becoming, or was becoming with the newness of the added identities she as 
experiencing. They changed her, she needed the opportunity to see in what way and 
explore the newness. I am hopeful she saw what I saw, an inspirational, strong, and 
authentic individual with so much to offer and teach to others.  
Elise was an individual whose humble, authentic qualities made her a productive, 
effective and positive influence in her roles as student affairs practitioner, student, and 
mother. She would be extremely successful no matter her journey and would identify and 
define success for herself in a way not many have the ability to achieve. I feel honored to 
have heard her story. 
Matilda 
Matilda was a 36-40 year-old, white, married, woman who was partner parenting 
a 3 year-old daughter and two step children who were 21 and 23 years old and no longer 
lived with she and her husband. She recently graduated with her Ed.D. and attended an 
institution separate from where she worked. Matilda intended to remain a student affairs 
practitioner and was beginning to think about new opportunities now that she had 




“people call me super woman or wonder woman  
and I’m like, really I am not, I think having a 
 good support system is what makes me that” 
 
Matilda was very strong, grounded, and humble; she took the accomplishments in 
her academic and professional life in stride without needing much pomp and 
circumstance to celebrate success. Based on the celebratory decorations that hung from 
her office walls, I imagined it was the people around her who wanted to celebrate her and 
recognize her hard work and contribution to the team. Matilda naturally gave of herself, 
selflessly and looked toward others contributions when celebrating her success. Matilda 
seemed to be someone others rely on for stability and calm even if there is a storm that 
brews. Her nature brought a composure that provided a sense of peace and reassurance 
that things will be okay. She knew her priorities and determined what mattered in life and 
always kept this in perspective. I believe this was what allowed her to get through the 
difficult times during her studies. Matilda was met with great adversity in her personal 
life in the midst of her academic work when her mother was diagnosed with cancer and 
she added the extra expectations of caring for her mother in a way she made look easy, 
even if she was struggling. She moved through and moved forward, she acknowledged 
her abilities and strengths and prioritized successfully in order to complete her doctoral 
degree, maintain home, take care of her mom, and remain successful at work. Matilda 
would probably just say it was what had to be done, I would say it is remarkable and 
think many would agree with me.  
Matilda’s priority was her family, and her daughter. This was not to say that she 
did not prioritize work and her academics, she did that too. Matilda was an individual 




in all aspects of her life she lives her life with a “pay it forward mentality.” She was able 
to achieve a balance that works for her, and all facets of her life. What was admirable, 
beyond wanting great things for her daughter, is Matilda’s desire to provide her daughter 
with the opportunities to be successful, not just make her successful.  
We want great things for our lives and our daughter and we have some work to do 
in order to get there. We (Matilda and her husband) both come from bigger, non-
affluent families so we are working to build the life for us and our daughter that 
we have always dreamt of! I want my daughter to know that she can do and be 
anything she wants to be. I hope that she has the desire to go to college and 
develop a strong career! I want to her to see me as a role model in the process! 
 
There was a freedom and empowerment to Matilda’s desires for her child. I 
believe that Matilda also provided this environment within the context of work and her 
academics. She created opportunities and the setting for others to be successful! This was 
based on life experiences that provided her the college education she and her family 
wanted her to obtain and her “pay it forward mentality.” 
Matilda allowed herself the space necessary to be resolved with what she has to 
give at any particular time.  
You only have so much of your brain to give and so early on I told myself, I am 
not going to be able to be one hundred percent to all of these areas at all times and 
I think I had to accept that in order to get through the program and kind of get 
through this. 
 
This was not a sense of not applying all she had, she realized the impossibility of being 
all things to all people at all times, despite other’s perceptions and instead of pushing 
toward impossibilities, she acknowledged and proceeded with success while navigating 
the multiple roles she has to fulfill. I admired this and felt like there was maturity found 
and realized in Matilda that many strive to accomplish. She relied on transparency with 




transparent with those around me and then just my family. I think it’s really what’s been 
helpful in the whole process of getting through all those things together, trying to be 
transparent with folks.” This tactic allowed an authenticity of Matilda’s interactions and 
made her fully present in situations.  
As Matilda worked through her multiple roles of scholar, professional, and 
mother, she identified her support systems and used them specifically for the support she 
needed at the time, she was good at being able to separate her needs and her roles in a 
way that allows her to maintain success and balance that works for her. Matilda did 
experience a difficult time when the support she needed from her academic advisor did 
not materialize. Matilda was looking for deserved validation and encouragement and her 
advisor was unable to provide this and that was a surprise as it was a woman with whom 
she had a prior professional relationship. Matilda described this experience in her first 
interview:  
I think that when you talk about confidence it was probably my lowest point in 
the program, was working with my old advisor and . . . just the feedback I was 
getting was just like, it was like, what am I even doing? Like why am I . . . 
nobody would even probably believe me but it was the only time where I’d really 
thought about like just not finishing. And just being like, “I’m done.” Like, and 
I’m like is that part of the hazing? Is it imposter phenomenon or whatever it is but 
whatever it was, I was experiencing that so the new advisor definitely helped 
where she was able to kind of weed through the writing and see that there was 
actual potential there.  
 
It was a time that caused Matilda to lose some of the confidence she had relied on to be 
successful in academics. Matilda did what seemed to be her natural way of addressing 
adversity and she did it anyway! She talked about her excitement and the confidence she 
gained when she passed the preliminary exams “I think that was probably the first 




highlight.” I did not doubt there was a struggle and that in the moment the angst was real 
and difficult to manage. I also believe Matilda assessed the situation and realized she had 
come so far and been successful as a student and that if she had been able to work 
through the other challenges, she could overcome this trial too. This made Matilda 
stronger and helped make the scholar that lives inside of her a more legitimate part of her 
identity. Ultimately, the decision to change advisors and set her path toward completion 
in a way more fitting for her individually gave her ownership in the journey, I believe it 
was something she should be proud of working through, on top of being proud of 
finishing! 
Matilda had goals and was patient to allow them to develop at the right time, in 
the right space, and bring the right opportunity to fit within the context of all that is 
happening in her life. 
I think it was a balance for me knowing when I needed to be in each of those roles 
that helped me feel successful in the process. I know I achieved something great, 
but I truly believe I picked the right program, at the right time, and had a hugely 
supportive family.  
 
This was a remarkable attribute that translated across her roles and allowed her a greater 
sense of being able to navigate difficulty that may arise. According to Matilda, the timing 
worked out for her doctoral work, personal and professional life, although I would 
believe that even when it was not always the best timing, Matilda saw the positive side of 
things and found the benefits in order to make it the right timing. Matilda said, “there 
wasn’t like trying to navigate . . . it wasn’t planned this way like as I think back it’s like 
gosh it was like perfect timing.” Matilda seemed to have the innate ability to make things 
work and allow them to seem natural, no matter the struggle it may have taken to get to 




 Matilda was an achiever with a positive essence; she was a kind and supportive 
role model who empowered others through her role as a mentor to her students, and 
supported of her colleagues. Matilda had a remarkably successful skill to manage what 
should be high stress situations with outward ease. Matilda’s strength provided others to 
share in her achievements and this was a motivation for Matilda to work hard. I hope she 
has the time and space to dive into something that is distinctively hers, to reconnect with 
herself in a way that honors all her identities and provides a fulfillment of self-care, 
although I suspect it will also be something that results in happiness for others. I know 
Matilda might think about what she missed out on as she worked on completing her 
doctorate. Matilda worked to be a caring and loving mom who would do what is 
necessary to take care of her people, she was a role model and successful, accomplished 
woman who is making a difference in the lives of those she meets! 
Nadia 
Nadia was a 36-40 year-old, white, married woman who was partner parenting 
four children ages newborn (born in the midst of the research) 3, 10, and 11. She recently 
graduated with her Ed.D. and attended an institution separate from where she worked. 
Nadia hoped to be president of a community college one day. Nadia selected her 
pseudonym; it was the name she loved and used in a Russian language class in high 
school.  
“I’m glad that I was able to manage everything but I 
 don’t think that was a real different thing for me. 
I just kind of always tried to fill life to the brim” 
 
Nadia was an individual who lead and guided with great intention. Nadia’s 




focused on the goals or tasks at hand. She seemed to have a great handle on ways to keep 
the overloaded expectations of work, school, and life met in an effective and efficient 
manner. She looked to the future and has put into place opportunities she could share 
with the people she interacted with, especially with her family. Nadia saw the bigger 
picture within the priorities she had and she provided this perspective and reminder 
within her professional and academic spaces, which provided a refreshing relief and 
support to those with whom she works. There was a sense of assuredness with Nadia that 
I suspected brought quick trust and belief in Nadia’s ability to take care of situations, all 
types of situations. She provided a security that was difficult to describe and undeniable. 
Nadia was intentional in all she did in order to be sure her decisions, plans, and 
goals aligned with everything she desired and that they fit within the context of her 
family and their needs. Her strategy and steps toward becoming a community college 
president have been mapped out around her family goals and completing her degree was 
one step toward that dream. This by no means implied that she was a rigid individual who 
did not look outside of her lines when opportunities are presented to her. She has the 
ability to assess and take opportunities that present themselves. Nadia has worked hard in 
many things to hone in on the ultimate goal of community college president and she was 
sure to keep these goals in mind as she continued on her professional pathway. Nadia was 
intentional on creating a space that allowed her to achieve her goals and she differentiated 
her roles of doctoral student, professional, and mom. She has worked in higher education 
and student affairs in a way that has required her to weave the differing identities into her 
everyday life and this has informed how she navigates the roles in a way that works and 




 Nadia identified the assistance of her cohort and the support system she benefited 
from as a student. She found women she could relate to on the personal level of having 
young children and working full time while completing their studies and this provided 
camaraderie that was helpful throughout her time as a student and she came to depend on 
throughout the program. Nadia talked about the gift of finding these women in a large 
program: 
So, um, despite being a big program we (the other moms and I) definitely got to 
know each other very well. Um interestingly um there, there were quite a few 
women but a lot of them were later in their career but we did have two women 
who had um, children during the program. I was especially close to them. Um, so 
we would definitely like check in about how we’re doing so that was really 
helpful to have that support that was a great support.  
 
Nadia approached her support community with the same intentions of meeting goals and 
was able to develop a safety within her cohort that assisted in her pushing through and 
completing.  
Nadia was goal driven and while she never doubted that she would be Dr. Nadia, 
the completion time loomed as an intention that she hoped to achieve. Nadia was a role 
model for others in that she presented what was possible in a manner that was authentic 
and relatable without any overtone of authority, judgment, or arrogance. She was quick to 
acknowledge where her privileges have afforded her the ability to provide ease other 
individuals may not experience she stated,  
I’m in a really privileged position, again, where we are . . . I invest in help and 
outsourcing things that you know, you don’t have to do and um, you know, so 
since we had our third kid having au pairs, and then housecleaning, using grocery 
delivery. 
 
Nadia managed to do this while also accepting that all she was doing took real work, and 




in completing all the expectations. Nadia saw the tangible rewards of career advancement 
as a result of her commitment to continued education; these tangibles provided continued 
motivation that allowed Nadia to work through the difficult and challenging times of her 
doctoral program.  
Nadia admitted to meeting some adversity during her academic pursuit and 
seemed to have come out of the experiences with a validation of her identity as a scholar, 
she has confidence in her abilities, and she gained respect of her faculty from her 
perspective. She described this experience in her first journal prompt:  
I did have a setback when we had a capstone proposal class in spring quarter of 
my second year. It was pass/fail, and I didn’t pass it right away. I’d never failed 
something academic before and it was a shock. The professor was not satisfied 
with my revisions based on his brutal edits of my first draft of my proposal, 
although rather than failing me he gave me an “x” grade for the quarter and gave 
me an additional month to make revisions. That was better than some of my 
cohort, who he failed outright and made take (and pay for) the class again--which 
they did with another professor who was much more generous and supportive. 
This professor and I fundamentally disagreed on the theoretical basis of my 
proposal and we were rather at an impasse in terms of moving forward. 
Ultimately, I just made some changes he wanted and inserted some research that 
he wanted. 
 
Nadia responded to the difficulties she met in academics with poise, respect, and 
fortitude, a combination I personally find difficult to maintain holistically. This allowed 
her to continue through her program, complete the expectations, and I would argue 
earned an admiration of some faculty who saw the strengths in her abilities to follow and 
direct the research path best for Nadia. While Nadia first accepted the changes directed 
by the professor she disagreed with to pass the class, she ultimately changed them back to 
her perspective in her final proposal submission. This was an admirable achievement that 
could easily go unmentioned in the greater scheme of her completion of the doctoral 




development of her scholarly identity. Nadia discussed difficulties other students 
experienced within her cohort and did so with empathy, Nadia was sincere when it came 
to the desire for success of others and presents as an individual who provided 
encouragement and support to those in need. 
Nadia discussed the sexism present in the program recognizing the existence and 
did so with an awareness that recognizes how gender shows up differently in the 
classroom setting based on the roles of the individuals in question. For instance, the 
father role of a classmate was treated differently than the mother role seemed to play out, 
when a dad brought a child, the class and instructors saw this as admirable while a 
mother bringing a child to class was met with less positive feedback. There was also 
inclination to grant leadership and respect to males in the room regarding their 
professional positions, and not this same outreach existed for the woman who held 
executive roles outside of the classroom. Nadia described this reaction:  
I think some of the people that you assumed were leaders uhm and they weren’t 
really leaders. There were people, you know, I did notice there were a couple of 
guys in our program. One who’s, he is a middle school principle. And there’s 
another one who’s a vice president of instruction. And they were actually great, 
really funny, good, like guys and managers something. But, I do wonder if they 
got a little bit of extra benefit from everyone thinking, “oh, they’re going 
somewhere.” Because, you know, because of the way that they, they didn’t 
necessarily talk much, but when they did everyone really listened. Or they thought 
they were hilarious. 
 
These were thoughts that were internal and not necessarily played out with interaction, 
intent, and result. They were realized, processed, and still provided continued thought at 
the completion of the degree for Nadia’s experience.  
Nadia was motivated, hardworking, and accomplished. She would forever be 




always been the type of person that as soon as you kind of get to the point where you can 
manage everything, your like huh, okay, what’s next?” As long as there are new 
opportunities and knowledge to gain, Nadia would be pursuing more. She talked of the 
temptation of changing life and not including her work, and as she makes these 
statements you can see the concern for how those things would really play out. Nadia was 
who she was with her identity as a professional, she was Dr. Nadia and this gave her 
validation, satisfaction, and openings for so many great things and this was why she 
continues to sacrifice, work hard, and keep going. Nadia wanted others to have the 
mindset that they too could complete a terminal degree, if that was their desire. She 
authentically desired others to pursue their dreams and not give up on opportunity for any 
reason. She implored to others make it work, blend it in, find the ways to make it happen! 
Nadia believed in self-advocating. She has assisted to ensure those experiencing the same 
doctoral program she completed benefit from what the first cohort learned through the 
process. Nadia possessed a genuine good will for others and an authentic care and 
concern for people to have success in what they are working toward.  
Sarah 
Sarah was a 31-35 year-old, white, married woman who was partner parenting 
two boys, a 3-year-old and a 1-year-old. She recently graduated with her Ed.D. and 
attended an institution separate from where she works. Sarah intended to continue work 
as a student affairs practitioner. Sarah chose not to select a pseudonym and I selected this 
name for her.  




Sarah was a pure example of kindness, calm, and encouragement. She presented 
as a very peaceful person who authentically cares for others and believes in herself and 
her abilities without being boastful. She had an assuredness that was understated and 
draws you in to want to get to know her and to learn from her. She knew who she was 
and she did not apologize for keeping herself a priority in the scheme of life expectations 
that roll her way. She used the doctoral degree to build her identity as a scholar and 
counted coursework and writing as her “‘me time” throughout her educational journey. 
This attitude placed self as an important priority for Sarah. Sarah held the perspective that 
the doctoral degree was not simply another commitment to tend to, it was work toward a 
greater self which is a strong and commendable statement.  
Sarah did not have children prior to starting her doctoral degree journey and 
remembers watching other students with children and wondering how they did it all:  
When I talked with individuals during coursework, who had children, I was in 
awe of them. I could not believe what all they had on their plate. The interesting 
piece is that when looking at some of my classmates, the ones who had children 
during coursework finished their dissertation quite quickly.  
 
Sarah had her first child after she completed coursework and needed to complete her 
dissertation and acknowledges this to be an incredibly difficult time for her. The fact that 
Sarah experienced a more online-based program made the cohort and committee support 
a greater challenge, she stated, “online made the committee more non-existent.” She did 
not feel she had a specific socialization as a doc student and this resulted in some 
grappling of the student identity. Likely, the program format added to the difficulty of 
getting through and beginning the dissertation phase of the journey. Sarah easily 
completed coursework and relied on an online Facebook group of students from her 




physically present and this is a challenging reality she worked through. She admits she 
did not make her dissertation her priority and it was not until she received that ever-
fateful email letting her know she had one more year to finish that she pushed through 
and completed! Sarah acknowledges her dissertation could have had more depth in 
research, and she asserts the important thing was “not having the best dissertation ever it 
was having a done dissertation.”  
The most refreshing activity Sarah shared about working on her degree was that 
she gave herself space to not do things. She worked her dissertation writing into her 
existing life, without much interruption to the family or work. Sarah described this in a 
journal entry:  
I am always a “I have a life and I will fit this into it” person, even with 
motherhood, as bad as that may sound. I believe that the only way to get through 
challenging times, such as graduate school, the newborn stage, etc., is to continue 
to keep your identity. 
 
She seemed to give herself permission to relax, and enjoy time with her family 
and it was not seen as shrugging off her responsibilities but rather a way to rejuvenate her 
to get back to work when she was really ready and able to work through the dissertation. 
This sounded like a simple thing, and hearing her say the words:  
Just like trust when I’m in here like I can do it and just to also allow myself 
whenever like I’m getting in a down point, to like when I wasn’t writing, like to 
allow myself to like, “this is okay right now” instead of just feeling guilty and 
jealous of all the others that are working harder. To just be like, you know, “that’s 
okay. I’m in the space. Now when do I restart?  
 
This reflection of Sarah’s made me realize how we often make the burden of our 
expectations, be it home, school, or work, bog us down and become settled on our 
shoulders as opposed to allowing ourselves space to breath and take it all in. Sarah 




work done, and she was able to do this with freshness when she allowed herself the 
breaks, without guilt. This was something I have taken note of and will share with others 
going forward. She noted “no progress now does not mean no progress later.” 
The ability to provide herself space to be present exactly as she was, presented as 
an admirable characteristic she possessed. Sarah trusted herself, she believed in her 
abilities and held self-confidence and this helped her understand what she needed and she 
trusted herself to make the decisions that were best for her, her family, and her work life. 
This was evident when she described how she approached her daily checklist:  
Here’s my list for the day. I didn’t get it checked off that day, it’s okay to like, 
you can still accomplish it. You know I know I can still accomplish it as long as 
you know, I just give myself a little more space. So I think it was good to know 
that just because it’s not off the list right away doesn’t mean it won’t ever get off 
the list. 
 
This was a place of acceptance so many women hope to get to and Sarah’s ability to 
manage her overloaded expectations had a lot to do with the fact she trusted and believed 
in herself. I would say the necessity to become more of the pilot in her dissertation 
journey pushed her toward greater confidence. Needing to set deadlines, and expectations 
with the her advisor, the one you are bounded to and who has most of the power, at least 
the perceived power, to make things work for Sarah pushed her into a level of acceptance 
that she was a scholar, she could do this, and she did. Sarah admits to allowing guilt to be 
a motivator for her, whether it was guilt from peers on Facebook, “the guilt of my 
husband” wanting her to accomplish the Ed.D. after all the dollars spent, or internal guilt 





One of the most encouraging pieces of Sarah’s journey was her relationship with 
her best friend. Sarah and her best friend were both mothers, working in student affairs 
and both are working (Sarah has completed) on their doctoral degrees. Sarah repeatedly 
spoke of the importance of this relationship as it provided pure love, support and 
encouragement with a high level of accountability. These were authentic and they are 
hard to find, her best friend understood the challenges in a way most others cannot 
because she too is in the midst of the experience of doctoral student mother working in 
student affairs. She provided Sarah a push (with accountability), without judgment or 
ulterior motives, and this Sarah describes this as a positive influence: 
It was very, very like good to actually like work, to have somebody to understand 
what you’re going through and to push you in a way that was supportive, she 
kinda understood where I was coming from with the overwhelming feeling. 
 
Sarah was proud of her self, and she should be! Her achiever strength was relied 
on throughout the journey of education, as she would count each productive day as a 
success. She can look back now on that journey and think wow, I did that and wow, how 
did I do that! She anticipated the celebration as the finality of her work comes with little 
pomp and circumstance. Her work colleagues had given the pat on the back, and she had 
not officially walked, so this left it a bit undone. I hope Sarah gets the opportunity to be 
recognized for this tremendous accomplishment and has the chance to celebrate 
becoming Dr. Sarah! Sarah admitted she did not know what the future held for her and 
she was now more prepared and qualified to seek and discover the professional place that 
was best for her, and her family. She will be successful in maintaining the balance and 




Summary of Narratives 
 The narratives created above were done with transparency and authenticity 
between myself, as the researcher, and each participant. Member checking was employed 
to solicit participants’ views and ensure credibility was honored in each interpretation. 
The words of the narratives were approved, authentic, and validated by each participant 
and were a summary that represented the time we spent together during this research. 
Participants were given their narrative to read, critique, correct, and question. Any 
feedback or disagreement regarding content or researcher interpretation the participant 
found was discussed, altered, or deleted to ensure an accurate depiction was created. Each 
participant validated the portrayal of her story, her narrative that I later used as a data 
source in my analysis phase of this study. The verification received from each participant 
confirms their acceptance of the information and is shared through excerpts of our 
communication below. 
Ari: What a great way to start the week and the semester. I am very moved by 
your narrative, and I think it beautifully encapsulates our time together. It’s 
always very weird to read about myself through the eyes of a different person: but 
if there’s anyone I trust my story to as researcher, it’d be a fellow working 
mom/doc student! I am absolutely comfortable with closing the door on data 
collection! 
 
Brie: I am both humbled and validated reading the narrative. I found myself 
blushing/strangely cringing (in a positive way though) as I read your account. I 
actually stopped reading in my office because I felt sort of emotional and weird, 
so came back to it this evening in the comforts of my own home. To your 
comments in the narrative about feeling lonely: I felt a strange sense of 
connection (to myself!?!? To Brie--ha!) reading this, and that felt normalizing and 
assuring. Maybe it was the sense of realizing that this work can have the same 
impact on others in my similar boat who I don’t know personally? Maybe it was 
just a sense of reading what I sometimes feel but you took SUCH a positive spin 
on it (it very rarely feels that positive in my own head)!?!? Regardless, it was a 
positive feeling that I got, and I am honored and grateful to have had and 





Clara: WOW . . . I am super humbled . . . and your words were exactly what I 
needed to read today. . . . Woohoo! I cannot thank you enough for reminding me 
that I am enough today. 
 
Diana: But you have brought me to tears reading the narrative you wrote! Thank 
you for “seeing” & “hearing” me. I appreciate the reflective observations you 
shared. It touches me deeply to know that we were able to connect through you 
own dissertation process, to connect in a way that felt authentic & mutually 
affirming. I do often feel like the invisible “model minority” in my public cultural 
environments. . . . Thank you for providing me with an opportunity to exercise my 
newly found voice . . . well, the voice I always had inside but finally found a way 
to turn up the volume on.  
 
Dixie: Wow . . . I am so humbled, but you really did capture who I am (which not 
many people get to see those onion layers). You made me proud of myself. I am 
actually print it out and keep a copy for a hard day as a source of motivation in the 
coming semesters. 
 
Elise: Thank you so much for this narrative, thank you for your support and 
providing a lens to aspects of myself that I may not see . . . I don’t think I’ve 
articulated my thoughts on holding down these three roles, so participating in 
your research gave me the chance to do that--to verbalize and clarify my what I’m 
thinking and feeling. 
 
Matilda: This narrative is amazing! You’ve done a great job with the stories I 
shared and it’s been interesting reading about myself on paper! 
 
Nadia: Your write up was so amazingly complimentary; I will just have to pull it 
up to read anytime I'm feeling low about the balancing act. It has been an honor 
and pleasure to talk to you through this process. I would love to read the final 
result and learn more from others in similar situations. It was great for me to be 
able to reflect on my experiences as I closed out the doctoral journey and headed 
into the intensity of newborn care. 
 
Sarah: Thanks for your email and your very kind summary. I guess I never 
REALLY realized any of these things before our discussions. I might have known 
them in the back of my mind, but they really came to light now.  
 
The participants’ words provided assurance for this researcher that my depiction, 
understanding, and insights into the lives of these women were captured accurately. 
Additionally, the narratives provided reciprocity to the participants through 




opportunity for participants to recognize their abilities to accomplish so much as they 
work with their triad of roles.  
In relation to this research study, the narratives of the participants above were an 
additional source of data analyzed while I identified emerging themes related to the 
original research questions. These narratives were personal and empowered each of the 
women involved to see themselves through the eyes of another woman experiencing a 
similar walk. Women shared the appreciation of what they perceived as validation as well 
as what was more critical in the interpretation of their experience. This section delivered 
insight of the individuals before working toward the comprehensive understanding of the 
study. This was an important step toward ensuring participants feel valued for their 
stories representing reflection on their lived experiences while bringing awareness and 
deeper understanding to those reading and this is representative of the interpretivist, 
feminist perspective of this research study. The next section will discuss and analyze the 
emerging themes of this study with relation to the research questions.  
Emerging Themes 
In the previous section, I introduced each participant with a descriptive narrative 
allowing the reader to gain a better understanding of the women who shared their stories 
to inform this research. Each woman identified as a doctoral student mother, working in 
student affairs and provides a unique and personal story that also speaks to the journey all 
participants are taking. Each narrative was created as an individualized connection 




In this section, I use participant quotes, both spoken and written, as well as my 
own analysis to provide descriptions to demonstrate themes. The discussion and 
implications of this research are explored in the final chapter of this research study. 
This study was guided by the following three research questions:  
Q1: How are women developing toward a self-authored existence in their 
overloaded and conflicting roles of student affairs practitioner, doctoral 
student, and mother?  
 
Q2: Do the gender performance expectations of the roles of student affairs 
practitioner, doctoral student and mother impact the process of 
development toward self-authorship?  
 
Q3: Can women simultaneously be in varying stages of self-authorship in their 
roles of student affairs practitioner, doctoral student, and mother? 
 
In this section, I articulate the thematic results discovered through data collection and 
analysis. The findings identified help to inform the discussion and tie each theme to the 
research questions.  
The themes described are contributing factors to the women’s journeys toward 
self-authorship and describe the women’s identities and actions. They provided insight to 
their experiences and defined a process that assisted in leading women toward self-
authorship. These themes promote self-authorship as the by-product developed from the 
necessity of managing the triad of living as a doctoral student, mother, and student affairs 
practitioner. 
 Three themes developed throughout the progression of this research study and 
each of these is supported and substantiated with three sub-themes. These three themes 
include: (a) Identity Development, (b) Self-Sacrifice, and (c) Just Keep Going. The three 
sub-themes of Identity Development are: (a) Intersecting Identities, (b) Managing 




Identity, Relationships and Experiences, (b) Lack of Self-Care, and (c) Least Impact on 
Others. Finally, the third theme, Just Keep Going, was substantiated with the following 
three sub-themes: (a) Life Happens, (b) Making the System Work, and (c) Being Enough. 
Identity Development 
 There was a recurrence regarding the development and management of each 
woman’s identities throughout the analysis phase. Each woman discussed varying 
identities in different stages of development, distinctive mechanisms to navigate 
simultaneously occurring identities, and coming into the role of doctoral student through 
various measures. This repeated acknowledgement resulted in identity identification 
remaining relevant and important in the experiences of these doctoral student mothers in 
student affairs, it also described the cyclical nature of self-authorship development these 
women experience within their roles. It is important to note, this section relied on the 
determination of each participant describing her role also serving as her identity. For 
example, the roles each woman performed resulted in this becoming an identity of their 
person. They were doctoral student mothers and student affairs practitioners; those were 
not just roles they acted. This differentiation was determined through the analyses of the 
use of language the women used throughout their interviews and written journals. With 
this established understanding, I use role/identity interchangeably throughout the 
remaining chapters.  
There are three subthemes described below: intersectionality, specifically with the 
participants identifying as women of color, the strategies of separation and melding of 
roles used by the women to manage all three simultaneously, and the discovery of the 




intersecting identities was established specifically with the women of color participating 
in this research study. Their stories and identities established a perspective not 
immediately ascertained with the other participants and provides a finding with impactful 
potential. The segregation or melding of roles women use is an important sub-theme as it 
establishes tactics women employed to stay on track and focused while they managed a 
barrage of assignments, work expectations, and the responsibilities of motherhood. 
Finally, the scholarly identity each women described they were building as they 
progressed through their doctoral programs is development of a new role many had 
difficulty accepting. The identity of scholar was discussed as emerging and resulted from 
conversations regarding the women’s purpose for pursuing a terminal degree and the 
relevance of the role within their lives. The participants of this study had varying levels 
of self-authorship within the emerging role of scholar and this could be attributed to their 
future goals, or the description of their student status being temporary.  
 Intersecting identities. My interactions with the two women self-identifying as 
women of color provided a unique experience. These women, were the only participants 
who rooted their roles of doctoral student, mother and student affairs professional into a 
more salient identity. Ari was a Samoan woman and Diana was a foreign-born other-ed 
women and it was these identities that guided their actions in every other role they 
perform.  
The stories of these women were personal and important as well as distinctly 
different. Ari was rooted and experienced her life in her identity as a Samoan woman, 
Diana was uncovering her voice and discovering the roots and relevance of her 




giving her a newly identified foundation. The marginalization of these identities 
promoted development of self-authorship within these women as they overcame negative 
micro-aggressions throughout their journeys forcing them to internally develop beliefs, 
and values that were distinctly different from what was represented in their daily 
interactions so that they could persist and overcome expectations. Their development 
within the cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal dimensions of development 
produced their advanced trajectory toward self-authorship as they had lived their lives 
ingesting the external world’s oppressive understanding of who they each were and had 
to reframe the marginalization of this in order to progress in life successfully. It was the 
accentuated presence of these identities that created the lived experiences of these women 
and their journeys in education, in their professional lives, and in their roles as mothers. 
The accounts extended beyond the occurrence of experiencing education differently 
because they were women of color, their identities as such are what was vital in hearing 
and truly gaining understanding of their lived experiences (Bates, 2015; Gonzalez et al., 
2002; Lark & Croteau, 1998; Shavers & Moore, 2014; Truong & Museus, 2012; 
Zeligman et al., 2015).  
Ari’s journey was one of intention that brought about life changes impacting her 
family as she transferred academic programs, cross country, to follow an advisor because 
he was the right fit for the research she needed to complete. Research sought to advance 
and provide voice to Pacific Islander students who are often misrepresented in research, if 
even present. Diana’s story was transformational and opened Diana’s expectations for her 
to include bigger, better and more substantial success. It was inclusive of loss by way of 




strength and represents the importance and priority of intersectionality and allowing for 
identity to be honored and voiced in the journey of doctoral student mother and student 
affairs professional. These two women’s fortitude represented their journey toward self-
authorship, each was changing the narrative they had been following, inclusive of the 
absence of voice of a community and of an individual. This following progress to the 
final stage of self-authorship as it implored them to develop and created a new 
perspective and representation of themselves or their community. 
Value and intentional recognition of racial and ethnic identity assisted in ending 
the perpetuation of “othering” women of color and began to honor the individuals not 
their coloring (hooks, 1981). hooks (1991) defined an individual who is not White or 
Black as an “other” (p. 121), and this was how Diane identified. While Diana identified 
as a Filipino woman, her experiences have determined and identified her as a woman of 
color, and “other,” which was referred to in chapter II with Thandi Sulé’s (2011) 
description of identity for women of color being dependent on other’s perceptions 
(hooks, 1981). In Diana’s story regarding a salient identity, it was the specificity of being 
“other-ed” that was most prolific in Diana’s narrative, not that of her Filipino identity as 
her experiences highlighted her otherness more frequently than her race.  
Ari. Ari is a Samoan woman first, her roles of mother, professional and student 
follow and are rooted in her cultural heritage. It was this core identity providing Ari with 
her abilities to be everything else. When asked what her most salient identity was, Ari 
responded: 
I would say firstly, uh, a woman, a Samoan woman, um, and then, um, I guess a 
Samoan woman. First a someone, second a woman, and then thirdly a Pacific 
Islander, which is a racial identity, but thinking about a woman, for me, now has 




about identity a lot, especially, you know, as a, a second generation Samoan, our, 
in our culture, um, there is a strong, there’s a strong emphasis on our language, 
our heritage and, you know, with growing up away from the islands and grow, 
and raising a daughter away from the islands, you know, it, it makes it a lot harder 
to, to really, um, I think, hold that close. 
 
She intended to pass on the cultural heritage that is so salient and essential in her 
life to her daughter. This stemmed from being raised in a family who was centered on 
family and was forced to live away from the islands due to her father’s military career. 
This was an example of Ari’s following in regards to her self-authorship development, 
the progression toward achieving self-authorship in her role as a mother was enhanced as 
she navigated her commitment to passing on culture in an environment that did not 
include the voice of Samoans. This separation from her Samoan community demanded 
she sought refuge in a cultural identity similar to hers:  
I come from a really close family . . . one thing my parents, my parents, because 
we were military, a military family, like we didn’t have the kind of close 
connections to our cousins or like our, even to our (Samoan) community. I never 
remember a time when my parents were not, I think, invested in me, I think I, I 
um, wanted to make sure that, uh, that I did the same for my, for my daughter. I 
only have one. 
Being Pacific Islander is a good way to kind of um, channel that/a desire to 
belong because I think, uh, the Pacific Islander community has been pretty, um, 
has also been a place for me to kind of discover similarities with others. Pacific 
Islanders, um, that, that was really salient in my college experiences. 
 
As for her student role she claimed “like the student identity to me is like at times, 
like, it’s pretty prevalent, but I also see it as temporary,” therefore, it maintained a 
priority level within the context of being transitory. She rarely spoke of her identity as a 
professional as its relevance in her daily life was a means to an end, it was how she was 
able to complete her doctoral education and move to her next life goal. The most 
prominent aspect of the current position was its lack of financial security for her family, 




Ari identified ownership of a new “sensibility to look at our, um, institution’s 
research on our (Pacific Islander) students” in order to make more informed and 
intentional decisions. Ari used her doctoral education to become informed so that she 
could develop a scholarly voice to represent and identify Pacific Islander students. This 
action was an example of the ever-present Samoan identity at the core of her breath and it 
must not be denied or passed over in the description of Ari’s journey as a doctoral student 
mother working in student affairs. These were also examples of her continued 
development toward self-authorship as she cultivated her internal voice and beliefs to 
interact with her environment. 
Diana. Diana’s time as a doctoral student ended shortly before her participation in 
this research study as she defended her dissertation and officially graduated just weeks 
before our first interview. While Ari’s story demonstrated her Samoan identity at the root 
of her being, Diana’s story was one of uncovering her foundation in order to better 
understand and accept herself as a student, mother, and professional. Diana’s story can be 
described as personally transformational and while she was freed in her identities as 
student, now scholar, and mother she remained stifled in her professional existence of 
evident power dynamics, and a disregard for her accomplishment. Diana attributed her 
experiences as a woman of color not identifying as African-American, being foreign 
born, and new to the academic field of student affairs, an other, as key contributors to her 
individual transformation. This transformative experience propelled Diana toward the 
final stage of self-authorship development as she acquired the internal foundation of a 
belief system, voice, and perspective holistically, which in turn allowed her to more 




Diana was a Filipino woman; she noted this from the earliest moments of our 
interactions, asserting the identity with a description stating she identifies as Pacific 
Islander, and many people do not associate Filipino with this description. She spoke of 
the similarities of her socialization as a doctoral student to that of being “foreign born” 
and arriving in a new country with a lack of language and understanding that immediately 
identified her as “not.” She entered her doctoral program without the educational context 
of working in student affairs, she had a counseling background and worked in a student 
affairs department but felt at a disadvantage with her cohort’s seemingly present 
academic experience in student affairs. Diana was fluctuating between the following and 
crossroads stages of self-authorship development as she became socialized in doctoral 
studies. 
I am foreign born, um citizen, it it, when I entered my doctoral program, I was 
drawing parallels to that first six months so I felt like a foreigner, I didn’t 
understand the language. I didn’t understand the conversations, I didn’t know 
what people were talking about when they were talking about things, you know, 
and I had no idea what any of that stuff was because I had never touched it.  
 
This spoke to Diana’s initial apprehensions as student and provided insight into how 
Diana experienced her salient identity of being an “other” both in her racial identity and 
her student identity. This realization reinforces a reason for salience of identity that 
impacts each aspect of her life. This also aligned with the research regarding self-
authorship in individuals with marginalized identities suggesting individuals must 
censure what they initially follow to transform and find success. 
It is of great importance to note Diana’s self-reported relationship status as 
separated and seeking divorce, as well as “solo” parenting. Diana’s story included these 




journey. As a solo parent she was always the individual responsible for her two children, 
she did not have a partner in her life to assist and support her through the difficult times, 
she did on her own and not recognizing this would be an irresponsible oversight. The 
transformation Diana began during schooling was influenced by her status of being a 
non-partnered, solo-parent, which came to be in the midst of her educational journey. 
This change contributed to the woman she is emerging to be today with her found 
strength, which is continuing to be unveiled.  
Diana’s sense of being developed as she discovered her voice, and began to trust 
and have confidence in her abilities and what she had to share, not only as a woman with 
experience in the field, as a mother, and as a separated, solo parenting, Filipino woman 
with an added perspective not being represented in her classroom. This absence pushed 
Diana toward greater self-development and she described her voice as not new, but what 
she “had inside but finally found a way to turn up the volume on.” It is a voice of an 
academician: 
Just because I’m in student affairs does not mean I’m not a scholar . . . What I do 
has justification, what I do has validation, and now I am armed with the 
understanding that I can put that in the context of research, and begin to speak the 
language of my faculty members so that they begin to hear me.in a way they are 
used to hearing colleagues. And maybe see me more as a colleague other than, oh, 
you are one of them, you’re just “staff member.” 
 
This is a voice she was still learning how to control and was using to speak for her; even 
in the spaces she finds expose her greatest vulnerability, her work environment. Diana 
discussed her experiences of being “other-ed” throughout her life and how this crept in to 
her role of doctoral student to bring down her self-confidence. It was not until she was 
vulnerable and shared her feelings of inadequacies with a peer that she was validated in 




with fellow doctoral students and owned her ability to know, share knowledge, and 
provide an added voice necessary to the conversation.  
 It was in Diana’s experiences as a woman of color and a separated, solo-parent 
she most identified how she managed her triad roles of doctoral student, mom and student 
affairs practitioner. She was still working toward identifying herself and I wonder if she 
would be able to put a recognized and tangible identity together, as it is this “other” she 
has lived with her entire life she was seeking to name, understand, and make known. 
 These two stories represented and reiterated the importance of recognizing the 
intersectionality of identity that existed for all in research and provided an example of the 
influences that pushed Ari and Diana toward self-authorship. I did not believe that the 
other women in this study lacked a salient identity; the point in exposing this finding was 
to establish that women of color identified this as existing, impacting, and governing their 
roles. In addition, the parenting and relationship status of an individual had an extreme 
impact on the educational experience and not validating the identity and the 
intersectionality within the journey does not authentically represent the complexity of 
women. It was important this not be left out or glossed over, as it would perpetuate what 
was discussed in Chapter III, the disregard for experiences other than the mainstream, 
White narratives already prevalent in research. 
Managing identities. Discovering constructive and effective ways to ensure each 
role’s expectations are being sufficiently met was of great concern for many women in 
this study. Finding ways to manage the tasks, responsibilities, and emotional availability 
necessary on any given day is often like putting a puzzle together with pieces from 




to work through difficult challenges; this included an intentional definition of space for 
each of their roles in a way that was productive and useful, it also had women weaving 
responsibilities and task together allowing her to accomplish more than one thing at a 
time. Women identified a multitude of strategies of combining role spaces in some cases, 
and clearly establishing segregation for others, some women did both. This negotiation 
and management of tasks pushed each of the women toward developing a more self-
authored existence as they could no longer follow the ideal narrative of each role and 
instead had to develop and determine how they could think differently to accomplish 
what they determined had relevance, and priority within their own lives. This 
establishment allowed for clearer communication to others of the woman’s intentions, 
and allowed for more pointed and productive efficiency. Additionally, it empowered 
women to create spaces and opportunities to make things work personally.  
Separating identities. One intentional management technique for some of the 
women was to deliberately separate their roles and the completion of tasks within those 
roles. Women opted to do this in an effort to maintain a balance of their work, academics 
and mothering; they felt it would provide more time to concentrate and be present in the 
task at hand. Women discovered and developed methods that worked for their lives and 
even changed methods when new opportunities or obstacles were presented, an example 
of cultivating internal beliefs, voice, and values to navigate their lives, of becoming self-
authored. 
Nadia described how she was intentional on creating a space for each of her roles 
by seeking specific types of positions, and she differentiates and separates her roles in 




adopting children and moving to a new job, she deliberately sought a student affairs 
positions that would exclude the possibility of extensive hours beyond a Monday-Friday, 
8:00 a.m.-5:00 p.m. role so that the work would not have the same impact her housing 
position had previously.  
(I) deliberately chose a non-housing role so I think that it doesn’t um, doesn’t 
impact our, our kids as much. Um, like they don’t really know and now I work 
about, you know, a half hour, 45 minute commute away so they don’t really see 
my students very often . . . the success has been to kind of mitigate the impact on 
them, that I have pretty regular hours now and that I’m not on call. 
 
Working in housing and residence life often requires living on campus, in the 
work place, and can complicate the ability to keep the work and home lives separated 
when there is never a true physical separation of the two roles. Nadia now holds a 
position necessitating she commute to her office and this provides an added physical 
separation and she is able to leave work at work.  
Brie has successfully segregated her roles within her life in order to maintain and 
manage overwhelming expectations. She did this by not crossing responsibilities into the 
spaces they were not intended to occupy.  
I’m fairly segmented . . . like when I’m at work or I’m, or I’m at the library 
working on my dissertation, I’m usually able to focus. Um, and I would say, same 
thing, I’m, I’m pleasantly surprised with myself and I think the same is said for 
when I’m sort of doing stuff, like family time stuff. I’m generally able to like be 
present in the moment of the thing that I’m doing at that time. 
 
She did not work on academics in the work place, she concentrated on academics 
away from family responsibilities by physically separating herself from her family 
members when she tended to schoolwork, and she solely fixated on her daughter when 
she was with her. Brie also mentioned how much she appreciated having to drive an hour 




loved going up to (city) cause I got to, sort of, just be a student.” Brie made it a point to 
only check emails or start academic work at home, in the evenings, after her daughter 
was asleep and she was unaware of where mommy’s attention was focused.  
Clara used time while everyone else was asleep and before work to tend to her 
studies. This was a routine she was still practicing when we interviewed even though she 
had completed her degree three months prior. Clara asked that we meet between 4:00 
a.m. and 7:00 a.m. to complete the interview, as this would allow her time without 
interrupting her family or work as is evident in her response to find an interview time for 
the research. “I am open each morning from 4:00 a.m.-7:00 a.m.--I am an early riser and 
this is before my family gets moving. I am open each evening between 9:00 p.m.-11:00 
p.m.--My husband works second shift and my daughter is in bed.” Clara said,  
Most of my doc program, I was up by 4. My husband, uh, he’s now on second 
shift, but he was on first shift at the time, and he would leave about 4:30, so I get 
up at 4, send him off to work, and I would work for a couple of hours and then, 
you know, get my daughter up. We would do school, come home and my, I really 
wanted to make sure in the evenings that I had time with them, with my family, 
and then they would go to bed, and I would either stay up and finish a few things 
or, you know, I’d go to bed to get right back up, early in the morning.  
 
Clara talked about how the early morning time allowed her to stay productive and 
was instrumental in managing her expectations. This was a clear separation of identities 
she participated in, as it did not impact her family or her work roles. Clara took pride in 
the fact she did not take time off from work to pursue her academics saying, “I didn’t 
ever want anyone to think, “well gee, Kara let this doctor program get in the way and 
she’s really slacking off because she’s got this doctoral program.”  
Dixie would wait until her child was asleep to pull out her readings and 




own television shows. This time allowed Dixie to complete her schoolwork while she 
was not missing out on spending time with her family. 
I structure my time very strategically. Organization is key. I do my coursework 
and assignments when my kid(s) fall asleep for the night. This doesn’t leave me 
much time to be with my husband but he thankfully has some shows he likes to 
watch, so he has his “me time” too.  
 
Sarah opted to separate her tasks of school from her role of mom and would also 
wait until after her children were in bed to get her work completed. She established a 
regular routine of having ‘me’ time between 7:00 p.m. and 10:00 p.m. every night. Three 
nights a week were designated as school time, and the remaining four were spent doing 
things she enjoyed with her partner, or herself. She also was very clear on the time she 
had for each role:  
My work/life balance as a mom was always pretty good thanks to always having 
supportive supervisors. So I have been in good shape, it’s that time management, 
you know, where 8:00 a.m.-5:00 p.m. I don’t really interact a ton with colleagues, 
I mean I love my colleagues, its just that I am not jabbering a lot because I’m like, 
I have to be done at 5:00 p.m. so I can go pick up my kids. And then I have to go 
pick up my kids and put them to bed by 7:30 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. so that I can work 
on my paper from 8:00 p.m. -10:00 p.m., so you know what I mean. So, I just 
became super structured where I never really had that fun time. It was like work, 
kids, work on paper, bed. 
 
This was a manageable system that worked for her and separated her tasks in a way that 
was manageable and workable for her family. This set structure of separation was 
intentional and allowed Sarah a path to completing her degree. Recognize these are 
examples of the initial stage of self-authorship as the women are following the values of 
idealistic mother, professional and student by solely concentrating on the task at hand, 
respectively. This crosses over into developing self-authorship with the realization that 




one priority, academics, students, or child. Having three priorities instead of one and 
managing them amongst the others calls for a shift in a followed value system. 
Melding identities. For some women finding opportunities when the three roles 
could overlap allowed them to be efficient and strategic in accomplishing their goals. 
This can be referred to as the women’s crossroad stage of self-authorship, trying to 
maintain the ideal of presence in the role, and realizing they cannot solely concentrate on 
one role at a time if they are expected to maintain the identity. Clara remembered reading 
articles while her daughter, who was in kindergarten at the start of Clara’s doctoral 
program, would read her first books along side Clara. This maximized her time as she 
and her daughter could get their schoolwork completed together, they “would read 
together, it actually was really fun.” This also provided Clara’s daughter the opportunity 
to see her mom accomplish her goals that too was an important part of spending this time 
with her daughter.  
Diana described the changes her family unit incurred while she completed her 
degree “for two years we practically lived in a room in the study. Um, they (my children) 
slept there in sleeping bags for two years on the floor . . . because that is where they could 
see me.” It was with a tinge of sadness and apprehension that Diana shared a story of 
sharing the study with her sleeping children while she was reading articles and writing 
late one night.  
Yeah, I mean, there was one night where I would stay out, up studying trying to 
write a paper, and I just started brushing my son’s hair while he was sleeping just 
to say good night to him, and he opened up his eyes, like woo, that was a short 
night. Is it morning already? I'm like, no baby. (laughing) Mommies just just up 
and working. I know, it’s like, well you’re still up, is it morning already? I was 





It was uncommon for the contact to happen just to “connect.” This memory was 
important to Diana as she was proud she could role model achieving her dreams, and she 
realized it had impacted her children’s lives. Diana would parallel her experiences as a 
means of working through the expectations of her identities.  
. . . as a mom, I draw a parallel from my life experiences, like what this (working 
on studies) is just like having a newborn baby again. You’re up all night, you get 
up super early, you function on no sleep, you function just exhausted, and you 
function because you tell yourself you have to.  
 
While Dixie used the time while family was sleeping to accomplish her academic 
assignments. Dixie was also diligent in staying organized each week and allowed some 
time at work to be used for organization and preparation work for class:  
I get into work 30-45 minutes early each day after dropping my daughter off. 
These precious 1.5-1.75 hours (per week) is so important for my organization and 
completion of my program that if I didn’t maximize this time I would be screwed 
or just fall behind. 
 
Additionally, Dixie managed to incorporate her working relationships with her academic 
desires and assignments.  
I need experience in the classroom and must partner with faculty to do research. 
Thankfully I have an extremely supportive supervisor who recently finished their 
doctorate and they have a family, so they can relate. We talk openly, weekly 
about my goals and where I am and if I need additional support or time. I am able 
to volunteer as a teaching assistant for courses each semester, which would 
otherwise be used for professional development activities.  
 
Dixie was intentional about assignments and planned research to revolve around “my 
professional work, my dissertation topic/research, or research projects I am associated 
with” these are typically projects she had “inserted myself into, in order to get co-
authored on the publications and presentations.” This was a strategic overlap allowing 




My personal situation included melding my identities as I found this allowed my 
surrounding community, family, work and school peers, to know where my intentions 
and current perspective existed. I was fortunate to be working in an environment with 
others working toward or recently completing a doctoral degree and this provided a space 
for academic discourse, which assisted me as I worked through theories, developments 
and ideas. Additionally, I worked at home on schoolwork, my children saw this behavior 
and came to understand, although they did not really like it, my need to have a space to 
concentrate and complete my goals of education. I used this as a role modeling behavior 
when homework is called for my children’s attention and they were otherwise interested. 
I took homework to practices, children to work and school functions, and did this to meet 
my expectations.  
I spent the 45 minute drive over to Julia’s soccer practice thinking about the I 
needed to accomplish and wondering if I was going to be able to really formulate 
thoughts while two boys bickered, attempted to complete their homework, and 
seemed to interrupt me only when I was on the cusp of identifying a relevant 
quote in the article I was reading…UGH, I hate this and I know that if I don’t 
seize these moments to read and start to process what I am reading, I will NEVER 
get this thing done . . . someday I will look back and appreciate my ability to 
multi-task, HA! 
 
Finding time to fit in all the expectations of the three roles I possessed meant 
mixing them together when I had the opportunity. If I could successfully read, even one 
article, in my time in the car waiting for a child it meant I was that much further ahead in 
my to do list. In hindsight I recognized this overlap allowed me to demonstrate my need 
to prioritize my personal goals in the midst of being a mother and professional. 
  Whether the women were melding their identities or they were deliberately 
segregating their existence, this development of identifying space, and time allows the 




developed strategies to manage the expectations of the roles creating room for each 
identity in the context of their life. This assisted women in developing these identities as 
integral to who they are becoming and represented the fluctuation of the women between 
the crossroads and self-authorship stages of development. As each women gained 
experience and knowledge of managing their identities simultaneously they were 
developing the cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal dimensions of self-authorship 
and progressing in their development.  
Scholarly identity. One of the most noticeable similarities shared between the 
women in this study was the development of their scholarly identity. This went beyond 
their doctoral student identity and was defined as recognizing themselves as a scholar, 
legitimate academicians. The journey was not a linear trajectory, it had times of 
confidence and times of doubt, and they all experienced it in some way. This particular 
identity represented a comprehensive cyclical and varied progression through all stages 
of self-authorship development. Women allowed external values and beliefs, often times 
rooted in gendered cultural norms, to follow ideal expectations until they could no longer 
progress. This forced the women to develop and reflect on their understandings and 
ultimately internally create and identify their voice and value system allowing them to 
successfully pull through and begin to accept the scholarly identity. Each woman 
described her journey and pursuit of the doctoral degree as a means to varied ends; Ari 
and Dixie prepared for roles as faculty or researcher, the remaining women for continued 
progression of student affairs practitioner. These end goals assisted the development of 
their scholarly identity. The women described their time as students as temporary and 




that assisted in the challenge of accepting and embracing the identity of scholar and it 
resulted in women developing as scholars at varying levels.  
Emerging identity. Doctoral students are socialized in their roles to understand 
academic life, the culture of their program, and the norms surrounding interactions with 
their peers and faculty (Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 2001a; Weidman et al., 2001). 
Many women participating in this study found themselves experiencing characteristics of 
imposter phenomenon and wondering about their capabilities and ability to achieve the 
doctoral degree (Craddock et al., 2011; Murakami-Ramalho et al., 2008). This relation 
kept their self-authorship development at the initial stage of following as they learned 
about being a scholar and wrestled with their comprehension of the role through the 
cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal dimensions. As they received validation, 
support, and recognition of their abilities to be a scholar, their progression toward 
developed stages of self-authorship began.   
For some of the participants, their doctoral studies were several years past their 
last time as a student in the classroom. Diana discussed “having to relearn and recommit 
to being a student” while Nadia talked about being a student again and the fear of 
embarrassment and not knowing how she was supposed to act that first day of class “I 
remember making some class comment, and then being like, that’s really stupid.” This 
feeling waned as she progressed through the class and she explained, “You know it’s like 
later on in your experience, you’re like, who cares? Everybody knows who you are but I 
know that was a little bit of an adjustment.” This was an example of a self-authored 




Elise’s moment of beginning to identify as a scholar came through her faculty’s 
recommendation to other students to use Elise’s dissertation proposal as a model to 
follow. This was a validation for Elise that moved her from “often feel(ing) like I don’t 
know what I’m doing” to “I have some clue and that the faculty feel good about my 
ability to think through the research process” and “like I just feel like I know what I’m 
doing.” Elise was working toward the identity of scholar with the support of faculty and 
peers and this was evidence she was internalizing this identity and working toward self-
authorship.  
Dixie described the ability to create and involve herself in scholarly interaction 
rising above the classroom expectations as she engaged in research with faculty outside 
of her required coursework. Dixie talked about her experiences as a student and when her 
awareness of her ability to be a scholar began to materialize:  
I think I really started developing that voice, and that persona, like when I was in 
(doctoral) school, and I started seeing my male counterparts getting all these 
opportunities, and getting all this experience with student contact, I'm like, "No. I 
have the capability and I'm just as willing to do this as they are," and so, it was 
kind of my competitive nature to know, really go after what I wanted, and being 
vocal, and standing up for myself, and really encouraging the other people around 
me, like wanted these experiences, but haven't, had not found their voice at that 
point to self-advocate, and it's been interesting over the past like two and a half 
years, like as I've progressively, and quickly moved up in the organizations, um, 
here at University that I have either peers or younger professionals coming to me 
for advice. 
 
Finding and trusting her skills to be a doctoral student and scholar have impacted Dixie’s 
experience and success, it has also been a gift others have benefitted from as she shares 
advice, encouragement, and advocacy. Dixie has developed her acceptance of the role of 
scholar to a greater degree than other students and was demonstrating a level of self-




Nadia shared a story of failing a capstone proposal class and how it was the first 
time she ever failed academically. It turned out she and her professor had “fundamentally 
disagreed on the theoretical basis of (her) proposal.” Nadia ended up adding his 
references into the proposal in order to receive a passing grade for class and later 
retracted his recommendations per her committee’s advice for actual proposal 
submission. This made the professor very upset and resulted in an email from him to the 
director of the program voicing his disdain for Nadia “ignoring his feedback.” This 
experience was a difficult one for Nadia for many reasons, and it provided the 
opportunity for Nadia to feel validated and knowledgeable about her ability to make 
decisions and be a researcher. It was a substantial moment in Nadia’s identity of 
becoming an emerging scholar. This moment was an example of Nadia’s cyclical 
development in self-authorship, she had presented as self-authored when she offered her 
perspective in her proposal. Nadia reverted to the following stage to complete the class 
with her professor’s recommendations, she was at a crossroads when she negotiated with 
her committee on how to proceed and ultimately resulted moving toward self-authorship 
as she pushed through with her own perspective in the final proposal submission.  
Brie spoke about her confidence as a professional and how this has assisted in 
building the confidence she is gaining as a doctoral student and developing scholar. “I 
sometimes have to, like, talk myself up. I think I sort of draw from my success in each 
area in different ways.” Brie also discussed the opportunity to attend classes at a campus 
she had to commute to and how this was a relief for her because she could “just be a 
student.” Brie offered her acceptance of the role of doctoral student as a new opportunity 




“incredibly intentional with how I engage in my academic program” and said that she 
feels it was because she could “see/know/feel my purpose and I enjoy what I’m doing.” 
This realization has allowed Brie to identify as the scholar she desires to be, and to 
include this in her self-identity.  
Diana’s socialization as a doctoral student allowed her to develop her new 
identity, Diana openly addressed her identity of being an “academician” throughout our 
interactions and she spoke of the excitement being of particular importance because she 
had not seen student affairs professionals identifying as scholars:  
And I think most student affairs professionals never saw themselves as 
academicians, that was never, um, the cultural environment, so we were never 
expected to look at context of theory, and, and create programs around 
foundational theories and actually be intentional about that.  
 
I perceived this to be a result of her personal acceptance of the title she worked so hard to 
accomplish, as well as a mantra she continued to repeat when her environments seemed 
to discredit her abilities. This was an example of becoming more self-authored in 
development.  
Specifically, Diana, who had just recently graduated, was still awaiting 
acknowledgement of her doctoral degree attainment from her supervisors. She did not 
expect a celebratory pomp and circumstance and had assumed there would be some type 
of gesture to mark her achievement. The experience of becoming a scholar had been so 
impactful, it amplified her voice and provided her with the confidence she needed to be a 
part of conversations because what she had to say was important and her differing 
opinion and perspective could “enrich the conversation.” This scholarly identity is 
incessantly evident in Diana’s life and will serve her well as she strives for more. This 




intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions with the cognitive dimension. The external 
validation Diana sought was necessary for her to cognitively accept her abilities.  
Sarah reminisced on her lack of motivation that seemed to creep in once in a 
while, she appreciated a best friend, who was also a doctoral student mother working in 
student affairs, nudging her to continue. Sarah seemed to lose some confidence as she 
stopped working on her dissertation, then she would start up again and think “Oh now 
I’m in a groove again. Now I can do this.” Sarah repeatedly worked in spurts and relied 
on her partner and her friend’s motivation to find her identity as a scholar and keep 
moving forward to complete. This creation of making the tasks and priorities live in the 
context of Sarah’s life demonstrated her ability to move toward self-authorship while 
maintaining expectations of her three roles. 
 Ari’s identity of scholar was ingrained in the work she did as she worked daily 
with research and statistics. As Ari changed universities, programs and positions she 
realized how differently scholars approach research. This provided Ari with a more 
robust knowledge of scholarship, and has taught her how to navigate and develop her 
own scholarly identity. 
Clara slowly built her identity as a scholar, she said, “I found this researcher in 
myself that I didn’t know existed. I wouldn’t say I’m great at it, but I would say that I 
enjoyed it.” This coupled with the confidence Clara gained as she successfully completed 
the first three-article dissertation in her program becoming an example of how to progress 
as well as Clara’s commitment to scholarship above and beyond her required coursework 
has built Clara’s identity as a scholar. She believed in herself and her ability to be a 




Matilda recognized her scholar identity and was not as confident in her abilities as 
some of the other women. She described losing confidence late in her educational journey 
when she was unable to graduate in the three years as the doctoral program was designed. 
She received feedback on her proposal that made her question her writing abilities. She 
and her initial advisor were unable to connect in a way that allowed Matilda the growth 
she needed to become the scholar, this was recognized and Matilda took the brave step of 
having this discussion and moving on to find a new advisor late in her proposal path. 
These setbacks impacted her confidence. Matilda said, “the new advisor definitely 
helped” her get to a place where she could progress and admits her confidence began to 
build and her scholar identity began to be recognized. Matilda’s experience was more 
representative of the crossroads stage of self-authorship, and this came in the late stages 
of her emerging scholar identity and impacted her ability to recognize role. 
Degree purpose. The reasons for pursuing a doctoral degree varied for the 
participants. Ari and Dixie had expectations of continued scholarship and research as 
they hoped to find roles as faculty and researcher once they completed their degrees. The 
remaining women talked about continued practice of student affairs and the relevance and 
necessity of a terminal degree, or about their understanding the necessity to have a 
doctorate in order to keep their options open for their professional future. This 
determination and discussion of the future career expectations of the women played a part 
in the salience of their scholarly identity. For those looking toward research driven 
pursuits like faculty positions, scholarship was integral to their current and future goals 
and the identity of scholar seemed to exist for them substantially; for those hoping to 




permanency of the scholar identity did not present as prevalent. The determination of 
career paths also impacted the level of self-authorship the women achieved within their 
scholarly and student identities. Ari and Diana progressed toward the later stages of self-
authorship and the remaining women had a more varied representation on the continuum 
of self-authorship development.  
Research aspirations. Two women had clear expectations of attaining future 
research based positions from the start of this study. Ari and Dixie were clear that their 
current role as doctoral student, both in Ph.D. programs, was intended to propel them 
toward serving as faculty or researcher in their next professional endeavors. This 
established expectation was evidenced throughout the research study as they spoke about 
research endeavors and intention to become a scholar.  
Ari had originally entered her doctoral journey to assist in the development of 
more scholarship surrounding the Pacific Islander community. While this remained at the 
core of her decision to complete a degree, her interaction with research and emerging 
identity as a scholar influenced a change in potential career paths. Ari said, 
When I was in my doctoral program, when I started I was thinking, “okay, I’ll go 
back into student affairs and help those students, “ but now I’m much more 
interested now, more recently, in the last year and looking at institutional 
research. Think of my experience here, it’s just like this is something I can do and 
I can pick where I want to go next.  
 
Ari was working as a researcher within a student affairs department while she was 
completing her Ph.D. Ari was analyzing data regarding student engagement, this role 
demanded her immersion in research and analysis and she presented comfortable in this 
environment. This comfort provided further progression of her internal belief and voice 




with qualitative data prior to beginning her program at her second institution, she started 
to develop a keener ability to work with quantitative data. This constant familiarity and 
experience of research provided her with confidence within her new cohort and she 
reflected on a presentation with statistical analysis for a course presentation, “I just 
remember feeling much more confident because I, think, like, probably because I had the 
experience (work) and I had taken a lot more time to prepare myself and I understood 
what we were talking about.”  
While Ari’s work experience with research was a motivator to identify more 
closely as a scholar, it was her reasons for beginning the doctorate degree pursuit that 
built the foundation and interest in scholarship. Ari’s passion in her professional life 
revolved around the Pacific Islander community and her desire to provide greater agency 
and opportunity to the population regarding college opportunity, “doing the community 
work is really what led me to um, to wanting to do a Ph.D.” Ari worked in non-profit 
organizations and kept searching for documentation of questions, which were not 
answerable because there was no data and research available to establish findings, “what 
just kept coming up was, the need for research on Pacific Islanders.”  
Ari took matters of finding research she could use into her own hands and began 
the pursuit of a Ph.D. with the full intention of becoming a scholar who would contribute 
to the research world to assist in answering the questions, developing solutions, providing 
opportunity for the population she was passionate about serving. This early commitment 
to scholarship gave Ari the pre-determined understanding that the Ph.D. would serve to 




many of the women in this study had and is one reason why Ari’s progression and salient 
identity of scholar was more prominent during her participation.  
Dixie’s path toward a doctoral degree was less direct as she searched to find a 
degree program that would fit within the context of her personal and professional life. 
Dixie selected a program and has immersed herself in scholarship with the fully disclosed 
expectation of reaching faculty status upon degree completion. Dixie’s first journal entry 
read: “Get the experiences you need and have the support around you. As an aspiring 
faculty member . . . I need experience in the classroom and must partner with faculty to 
do research.” This clearly established intention has allowed her to “insert my(her)self into 
several research projects” and Dixie has,  
Always been, kind of intentional of trying to connect, or relate, or network with 
faculty in some way, shape or form. And, even more so with my doctoral 
program, now, trying to get that teaching experience I know how invaluable that’s 
going to be in order to have faculty see me as you know, here you have this whole 
administrative portfolio . . . you have to have experience (in teaching).  
 
This clear, direct, and navigated path toward her future professional goals has 
provided a foundation for Dixie to feel confident and resolved in her role as scholar 
resulting in a firmer establishment of her internal voice and identity and progression 
toward self-authorship in this role. This identity received affirmation by way of Dixie’s 
doctoral committee as she was given the green light to proceed with her research topic for 
the proposal and defense stages of her educational journey early “everyone on my 
committee said unanimously that I am the mot organized doctoral student they’ve 
experienced, so graciously granted me a blessing to start my research early in order to 
make sure I would meet deadlines.” This verification of her ability as a researcher 




intention of becoming faculty that assisted in the advanced adherence through the 
cognitive and intrapersonal dimensions to her scholar identity when compared to other 
participants.  
Advancement and recognition. For the majority of the participants, remaining in 
the student affairs practitioner roles or moving up within the ranks of practitioner were 
the intended futures. The women assuming to stay within student affairs, expressed 
reasons of pursuing their doctoral degrees that did not place scholarship as an initial 
priority, instead advancement for their career and peer, faculty, and outside recognition 
within their working environments resonated as the reasons for the pursuit of a terminal 
degree. The women presented as more self-authored in the context of their professional 
roles, and adding the identity of scholar as a new identity or an addendum to their 
professional identity brought them back to the crossroads stage of self-authored 
development. These women had not yet lived as a scholar practitioner and this lack of 
experience challenged their ability to be self-authored through this role. For these 
women, the scholar identity that emerged through the progression of their degree 
programs was not always as relevant or salient.  
Sarah always knew she wanted to work within student affairs, her father was an 
English professor and she grew up with an understanding of higher education settings. 
Sarah’s desire for a career in student affairs led her to work her way through a master’s 
program in a student affairs position and after she completed her degree, she realized she 
loved learning and “was afraid I would never be in a classroom again,” this was the 




Now that I have it, (my Ed.D.) it has been so interesting to me now I am applying 
a lot of my learning to it (my work) . . . I say “when I did my research, my 
findings were” and this gets a reaction from others . . . I have a little bit more of a 
leg to stand on that other people in the area don’t.  
 
This statement acknowledges the weight the doctoral degree holds within her 
professional world and this is an important distinction that was evident in many of the 
words and stories of the women participating in this study. This also demonstrated how 
the interplay between the cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal dimensions of self-
authorship impact the progression of development. Nadia chose to pursue her Ed.D. for 
the following reasons:  
Looking ahead at how to advance in my career it seemed, especially in um, the 
four-year space that having a doctoral degree was important, having an Ed.D. 
versus a Ph.D. and not being tenure track faculty still limits you in some ways, 
um, in higher ed. But um, I found that in community college leadership an Ed.D. 
is, is pretty much um, you know, is, is fine. And um, so aspiring to eventually be 
like a community college president, I think that having uh, gotten a doctoral 
degree is a key piece. Um, it was always tricky to figure out how to work that 
without having a big disruption from my family so, you know, I looked at do I, 
being a more competitive or, you know, relocating for the degree and it just didn't 
seem like it would be worth it, um in terms of the turmoil that we'd go through.  
 
Nadia’s choice of program, reason for pursuit of the degree, and statements 
regarding thoughts on an Ed.D. versus a Ph.D. presented her journey as one more 
intended as credential gain than pursuit of scholarship. While Nadia confirmed she felt as 
though she reached her scholar identity while attaining her terminal degree, the salience 
and lasting impression of this does not provide evidence the identity will remain as she 
progresses toward practitioner aspirations. This represented initial changes in the 
progression toward self-authorship from the crossroads stage, Nadia needed to have the 




Brie described instances of a desire to obtain her terminal degree for 
professionally relevant reasons when she talked about how she sometimes feels as a 
practitioner:  
And I do feel a little bit sometimes in my professional hat, like, I sometimes feel a 
little bit of shame that I haven’t completed a Ph.D. yet, right? I’m often times the 
only person in the room without a doctorate . . . I’m also conscious of, like, does 
that minimize the importance of student affairs or the work that I’m doing? 
  
This statement of what it felt like to be a student affairs practitioner in a world of scholars 
was telling of the doubt she felt with her presence without a degree and was one reason 
she pursued her Ph.D. This feeling resonated with other women too; Diana shared in a 
journal entry,  
I want my colleagues to be aware of me (in all my identities, as my most authentic 
self) & validate me as a scholar, as an academician, as a professional and as 
someone who is valued in terms of what I bring to the culture because of my 
“other-ed” perspective. . . . So for me, those times that I was reporting in 
academic affairs, there was sort of this constant, um, message that I got from 
faculty, from senior administrators, that I would never be recognized without the 
doctoral credentials. . . . What I do has justification, what I do has validation, and 
now I am armed with the understanding that I can put that in the context of 
research, and begin to speak the language of my faculty members so that they can 
begin to hear me.  
 
 Diana’s pursuit of her terminal degree was one step toward finding the volume 
control on her voice and while she described a more salient connection to her scholar 
identity than other participants, the purpose of degree attainment still was rooted in the 
need to be relevant and validated amongst the faculty she worked with, to be seen as an 
expert in the field to which she has dedicated her professional life. The need to attain a 
degree for the purpose of gaining approval from colleagues to demonstrate a voice within 




Relevance. While the motivation toward degree completion could be faculty 
aspirations or continued progression in student affairs practice, the relevance of the role 
of student, and emerging scholar appeared to have influence in how these women 
embraced the identity. For many women, the role of student was a third priority that kept 
a temporary status within the context of their lives. Additionally, six of the women were 
receiving employee funds to meet financial commitments of their doctoral degree. Not 
having to bear the burden of financial responsibility or experience the high cost of a 
terminal degree may influence the value these women place on earning a doctorate. Every 
participant talked about the importance of being recognized or identifying as an emerging 
scholar; women typically placed the role of student’s level of priority below that of their 
mothering and professional roles. This need spoke to the necessity of the interpersonal 
and intrapersonal dimensions of self-authorship and their relevance in each woman’s 
development toward self-authorship. This need for validation would make the role a less 
significant part of their lives, and resulted in a less permanent establishment of the 
scholar identity.  
Sarah’s description of completing her degree reiterated this low level of relevance 
in the context of her life. When Sarah described the day of her dissertation defense she 
said,  
Um, kind of nothing happened. It was sad and good and all the above at the same 
time. That's why um, but you know I told my supervisor, and she was like, “Oh 
good," you know, and like, "Great job.” You know. And that was fine, told others. 
But anyway, it was like you know, so yeah, I mean it was, it was kind of a, it was 
very exciting day for me. At like 7:00 a.m. in the morning I took the rest of the 





Elise spoke of the role of scholar in her life and said,  
I think school is always third, at least for me. Um I probably didn’t read as much 
in the last semester as I might have in other semesters (laughs) and I definitely 
found in this last class where I was working on my proposal, um, I had to force 
myself to leave work at certain time and like, go to the library. 
 
These are examples of placing the motherhood and professional responsibilities 
above the role of student and this demonstrates the challenges for the women to more 
thoroughly embrace the scholar identity. Matilda talked about wanting to get a doctorate 
from the start of her career in student affairs. It was not until she got to a larger school in 
a new position that she realized that “more people in student affairs had doctorates and so 
she started to look at (doctoral) programs.” She chose an Ed.D. program that was 
contextually focused on the practitioner side of student affairs and, “thankfully the Ed.D. 
program ended up being the better fit for me like, having a family, working. It's designed 
for people that work full time.”  
Women also continuously identified the temporary status of their role as a 
student; this was also influential on the permanency of the acceptance of being a scholar. 
Diana stated, “I’m committed to doing this and this is why, because I need to do this 
professionally, I need to be able to do this for our family . . . and it’s temporary, it’s 3 
years . . . we can manage this for 3 years.” Clara reflected on her selection on the Ed.D. 
program she had completed,  
My choice to finish in three years, um, I could have taken 12, I could have taken 
24. You know like, I could have, but, but I had my eyes set because I knew that I 
wanted this to be a temporary sacrifice. . . . I knew right from the get-go that this 
was going to be a sacrifice for a short period and I had a choice in how short a 
period that was going to be.  
 
Even Dixie and Ari, who were grounded in scholarly identities with aspirations of 




student life and how this played a part in their ability to get through challenging times. 
Dixie referred to the temporary nature of the student identity when she stated in her 
journal, “this too shall pass.” Ari said when speaking about her student status and the 
lifestyle and financial difficulties it brings,  
You know, like the student identity to me is like at times, like it’s pretty prevalent, 
but I also see it as temporary, hopefully (laughs). . . . I try to see it as, I try to like 
bring out the positive aspects of that. Like, so this lifestyle is temporary you 
know, because it’s because it’s like the little flip side of the coin on being a 
student. I won’t be a student forever and at the end of it I will have a Ph.D., you 
know.  
 
 Admitting an identity has a fleeting existence in the overall scheme of one’s life 
immediately places an emphasis that is difficult to overcome to attain a permanent 
recognition of the identity held within the role. This combined with the seemingly lower 
level relevance in priority status when contextualized in the roles of mother, professional 
and student led these women to less embracement of scholar identity they worked to 
achieve within the confines of their times as student.  
The stories of these women’s experiences shared the theme of identifying as a 
scholar, even if only temporarily. The roads to the identity were not the same; each took 
diverging paths and still led to a time in which they believed they were or are becoming 
an academician. For some it is a role they are playing temporarily and for others it is 
leading to a new identity as they progress through their doctoral education and beyond. 
Each woman’s progression toward self-authorship in the scholar identity was navigated 
uniquely and resulted in the women being at varied stages of development along the 
continuum. Many experienced the cyclical nature of development and returned to the 
following stage when necessary to progress; arguably this was a conscious decision that 




These three sub-themes, intersecting identities, managing identities and scholarly 
identity are all a part of the development of identity the women of this study have 
experienced to some degree. While not all may have experienced the same journey or 
even developed to the same position, each representation and shared story is important, 
valid and authentic. This development influences the lives of these women, and those 
they interact with at work, home and school.  
Self-Sacrifice 
As I reflected on the title of this section, this theme should not come as a surprise. 
It comes with some sadness as I personally reflect on sacrifices my family and I have 
experienced through this journey. They are to be rewarded in the future, and each 
sacrifice was felt and left an impression. As described in Chapter II, it is not uncommon 
for self-sacrifice to be a part of a descriptive analysis of mothers, doctoral students or 
student affairs professionals (Bailey, 2011; Cumings Mansfield et al., 2010; Dale, 2007; 
Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Hays, 1996; Hughes, 1989; Lynch, 2008; Newman & 
Henderson, 2014; Nobbe & Manning, 1997; Weidman et al., 2001). Giving of oneself is 
expected in each of these roles and these women demonstrated this in multiple ways. It 
would appear at first evaluation of the self-sacrifices these women were in the initial 
stages of self-authorship development and following. I argue these women were 
negotiating the ideals and interpreting their unique navigation of the expectations which 
resulted in a more developed stage toward self-authorship. The three sub-themes 
demonstrating self-sacrifice include, loss, lack of self-care, and maintaining the smallest 




The loss experienced by the women was varied and affected each woman 
differently. For some there were lost relationships, hobbies, identities and most frequently 
experiences. These were all sacrificial for the women and while some seemed more 
menial than others, each brought a sense of realization that what they were doing 
professionally and academically was taking away something in their lives. The lack of 
self-care became a recurring theme in discussions and presented as a lack of sleep, talk of 
homework and academic time being the new ‘me time’, and a realization of the toll it all 
was taking on the mother herself. The final sub-theme is described as sacrificing self in 
order to maintain the least amount of impact on others. This was underscored most 
frequently in reference to not allowing work on the doctorate degree to interfere with 
work and home life.  
Loss: Identity, relationships, and experiences. Loss came in many ways, and 
each woman seemed to be intentional in what they allowed themselves to lose through 
their academic journeys. Some were very realistic that the temporary pain was worth time 
away, missed family parties, and adventures. Others did not allow a total loss of anything 
to take over their time in school. Regardless of how little or how much loss each woman 
experienced there was some type for each of them. 
Brie discussed the relationship she had with her partner and how it had been one 
of the most impacted relationships throughout her journey as a student; she had lost time 
to be a partner. She described her partner as “supportive through his actions” and allowed 
the time they spent together to be meaningful, as it was rare. There was an understanding 
that sacrifice is temporary, they have only gone out a few times without their daughter 




“not a common occurrence” so when the dates happened, she felt they were “holding him 
(Brie’s husband) in there.” Brie described the experience that was made up of an 
“emotional, interpersonal dynamic but it’s also just, like, the practical stuff, like day in 
day out too.” Brie dreamingly discussed their previous backpacking adventures and how 
they only have a few more trips to accomplish their goal of walking across the state: 
My husband and I started backpacking along the (state) trail for our honeymoon 
and we have, like, 120 miles, give or take, left to complete. Yeah, like he was 
like, well we should we do it this summer? And I was like, no, I can’t. I don’t 
think I can find because I needed to hoard my vacation time to take time off to 
work on my dissertation. And so I was like, no. So I wanna be able to do more 
activities like that. I wanna be able to go skiing with my family every weekend. 
 
Brie spoke about wanting the family skiing weekends back and how all of these things 
seemed to be on hold, until the dissertation is complete. She spoke of this with a sadness 
and excitement as she intends to complete and start re-entering into the “fun” parts of her 
relationship within the year. 
Matilda referred to the partner relationship as well and the lack of time she was 
able to share, this loss of attention on her relationship was noted:  
If you were to ask my husband, he would probably say he has gotten the short end 
of the stick over the last three years. I would say that is the role that I haven’t 
been able to add much to. Not that our marriage suffered but with having a toddler 
in diapers when starting the program she required a lot of my attention so when I 
look at the structure of my day over the last several years hubby didn’t get as 
much of my time, and he truly supported me and helped more than I can explain. 
 
I too acknowledged this loss from my partner relationship in my personal journal “I also 
need to find time for my husband and us again ha, ha, ha, maybe in a year or two?” and I 





This time seems to be time that no one else has a claim on . . . except my husband, 
I am sure he would appreciate that I stop work to hang out with him more, but he 
understands better, and he wants me to just get this done already! I can’t wait for 
the evenings to be MINE again! I am getting there! Just keep swimming, just keep 
swimming!  
 
Clara recounted the countless family bike rides, outings and fun times she was 
forced to miss because she was sitting in the classroom or working on a paper; 
I had to miss out on the family bike rides, dance performances, and just some 
quiet time with family. . . . This experience (doctoral school) took me 
“underground for three years, but I knew I would see light again if I could just 
hang on until the end . . . this was a short-term sacrifice for long term gain.  
 
Clara recognized these as losses and compensated with the explanation that it was these 
“temporary sacrifices” that allowed her to finish her degree. Matilda reflected on her time 
as a student, she graduated a month ago, and wondered how “present” she really was with 
her youngest child. She is afraid “gosh, did I really miss out on like when she was really 
just a kid?” The lost time of her daughter’s toddler years was a difficult reality for 
Matilda to face. Diana spoke of her divorce, and while it was a healthy result of a 
damaging relationship, it was still a loss of partnership.  
 I have personally felt the pain of the loss for the time with my kids when they 
needed it the most, this excerpt from my research journal demonstrated a time where the 
hurt was difficult to fight through:  
I told my youngest son (he’s 6) “I have to go and work. I work hard now so that I 
can be done and not have to do this in the future,” he just looks up at me waiting 
until I have met his gaze with my eyes. He asked me point blank, “what’s more 
important?”  
 
This is not the first time he has asked me this, nor do I suspect it will be the last, 
every time I hear it, it stops me in my tracks and makes me immediately pull him 
to me and reassure him that he is more important, then I stopped and looked at 
him and said “but that doesn’t mean my “paper’ isn’t important” I just had to 
choose and it was bedtime. He must sleep and I must write, like it is justified that I 




I realized these are temporary losses that will come with future rewards and I hoped and 
prayed every day that the moments of sadness I played over in my head were fleeting 
memories for my children, not long lasting childhood realities they reflect on later. 
 Elise described her identity as a triathlete that she desperately missed having in her 
life, this was not a surprise to her and she reflected on how it impacted her: 
One identity that I totally lost going back to school and then especially having a 
child was, um, I was doing triathlons and I was really physically fit. As far as 
going back to school, I mean, I have no time now to do that, I knew that I was like 
giving up that big part of my identity. There is definitely a loss there. 
 
Elise had intentions of returning to her athletic commitments and understands the time 
will be more readily available at the end of her academic journey. 
 Finally, the loss of personal time, “me time” was mentioned by Brie and her 
inability to freely enjoy Pinterest guilt free because she knows she should be working on 
something more productive for school, or not allowing herself to enter into creative past 
times she looks forward to enjoying these things again after she is Dr. Brie.  
Like, the creative stuff that I really enjoy doing and I'm into but I've just, sort of, 
like- it's like I don't even let myself dream of what those possibilities might be. 
Yeah, Pinterest is like the- the other day, I saw some, like, cool thing and it was, 
um, it was like a calligraphy thing and I'm like- this is what goes through my 
head. Like, I would love to learn calligraphy. Like, that would be so cool. And 
then I was like- 'cause I like handwriting. And then I was, like, oh my God. Look 
at all those pens. Like, those are really neat. That should be fun- it was, like, an ad 
for an online, like, thing from someone's blog to, like, learn calligraphy. And then 
I was like, stop that right now, Braelin (laughs). 
 
Matilda talked about how nice it was once she submitted her final dissertation, to just sit 
and allow herself to be sucked into the “oblivion of a Google search” that took tangents 
and lasted an hour; she realized in that moment she could really just be, without 




 These losses ranged from incidental to monumental and some have left a lasting 
impression on the participants. The ‘it’s just temporary” mantra continues to play 
throughout the conversations, the losses cannot be regained, and they will cease to be 
necessary once the doctoral degree is earned. The self-sacrifice described through loss 
represented the ability these women had to internally value their role as student, a move 
characteristic of a development toward self-authorship.  
Lack of self-care. As previously described, student affairs administrators have a 
reputation of demonstrating a lack of self-care (Marshall, 2009). They work hard to 
provide support to others and are often emotionally and physically exhausted and do not 
invest in themselves for rejuvenation (Apter, 1993; Marshall, 2009; Stone, 2007). 
Mothers have been socialized to give fully of themselves, to put other’s needs ahead of 
their own, and to selflessly serve their children’s needs (Douglas & Michaels, 2004; 
Hays, 1996). Negotiating the life of doctoral student, mother, and student affairs 
practitioner means living tired and continuing to carry on. Again, these actions of not 
taking care of self were represented in the idealistic expectations of a mother, student, 
and professional. These women appeared to be following not self-authoring, and they 
were doing this intentionally and by choice, and the decision to do this was developed 
through the development of their cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal dimensions. 
They have learned to do this and internalized this need and this represented movement 
toward self-authorship, they were not doing these things because they have been told to, 
they were doing these things because they realized it is necessary for them to do it to 




Diana described her experience of managing the triad of roles by sharing “You 
make a lot of self-sacrifices you have so many things, you sacrifice your, you sacrifice 
your time, um you sacrifice physical health . . . it takes a toll, it absolutely takes a toll.” 
She repeated her memories of always being exhausted and never having the time to care 
for herself. Early on she would make an appointment for a massage, it was dedicated time 
she allowed herself and after her divorce and getting immersed into her academic 
program those monthly appointments stopped.  
The only way I got some “self-care/me time” was for me to leave the house & 
force him to spend time “supervising” our kids. So, I would schedule a 90 minute 
massage for myself once a month. Otherwise, no one else was going to do 
anything to help take care of me. 
 
These had been her reward, her moment of peace and they lost their place in the list of 
priorities as she allowed other necessities to become more important. After completing 
her dissertation, her commitment to self-care was revitalized; 
My commitment to self-care now is focused on learning how to reach out and 
make contacts so I take care of me. I am hoping that all the hardships my kids and 
I endured in balancing work, home-life and school was preparation for some 
greater destiny, for new opportunities. 
 
Clara’s youngest daughter spoke of her constant need to be connected to work and 
her studies and Clara’s daughter began to refer to mom being “on demand” to everyone. 
Clara laughed at how this statement resonated with her reality of existence, she was “on 
demand” for everyone except herself. Clara talked about her lack of self-care specifically 
her health journey and the implications doctoral education had on her physical well-
being. “I’m not very good at the self-care aspect. I think the one thing that I let go of 
(laughed) in this doctoral program was exercise, was eating right, was you know, um, just 




mentioned she “sometimes forgets to take care of (herself)” and still working on self-
care. 
Right, and I'm still fighting the, the demons of issues with food. Um, even now 
after I'm done, you know, because it's stressful, it's crazy. We're moving fast. I'm, 
I'm working on those things. So I think that self-care, you know, because I was 
trying to balance myself to be who I need to be for everyone else, sometimes I do 
forget to take care of myself, you know. Um, I've started taking a couple of 
classes at my daughter's dance studio because I'm like, okay, well if I'm going to 
be here. 
 
Now enrolled in dance classes while her daughter is in rehearsal she has recommitted her 
time once only saved for academic work, to self-care. This renewal of care has come 
from her self-authored progression of internally recognizing how this necessity fits into 
her life and valuing this need.  
Lack of sleep was talked about throughout the interactions with the participants. 
So many women choose to forego a full night of sleep to complete their academic 
assignments and dissertation. Diana talked about her normal routine including “you’re up 
all night, you get up super early, you function on no sleep, you function just exhausted, 
and you function because you tell yourself you have to.” As previously described, Clara 
chose to work on her academics at 4:00 a.m.-7:00 a.m. so that each day she tackled a 
good portion of it before the rest of her family was up and preparing for the day. Brie, 
myself, Dixie, and Diana all spoke about seizing the time between the children’s bedtime 
and their own to complete papers, read articles and work on their dissertations or exams. 
Brie spoke of a day off work and at home with her toddler and being able to catch up on 
“moming” as she called it, although it ended with a commitment to work and school 
while giving up relaxation or sleep for her: “I felt accomplished and tired once I put 




the last paper for my summer stats class--yeah!).” Dixie concentrated on “coursework 
and assignments when my kid falls asleep.” This also resulted in later bedtimes as work 
was followed with time to unwind and decompress leading to a pushed back personal 
bedtime.  
Lack of sleep, unhealthy habits, and simply not taking care of self is the reality of 
those serving the roles of doctoral student mother who practices in student affairs. This 
was detrimental to personal well-being and left woman exhausted. Taking care of ones’ 
self was a sacrifice made to complete a degree while being a mother who works in 
student affairs.  
Least impact on others. Putting the needs of others ahead of self is a common 
occurrence for mothers, and student affairs professionals (Bailey, 2011; Douglas & 
Michaels, 2004; Hays, 1996; Marshall, 2009; Nobbe & Manning, 1997). This translated 
into ensuring that personal goals, tasks, and expectations are handled without impacting 
and changing the manner in which one mothers or practices professionally. This theme 
recurred throughout the discussions and writings during data collection; women 
recognized being a doctoral student was an independent identity they seldom shared with 
others. This acts resulting from not disturbing others was the sacrifice least self-authored. 
The women’s need to meet the external expectation of placing self-need last was the most 
following of the sacrifices. This was to ensure the academic workload did not take time 
away from children, or work as the women felt it was a personal choice that should not 
burden others in any way.  
As previously discussed, many women chose to find time for studies when their 




early or carving out time after the kids’ bedtimes in order to tend to assignments or the 
dissertation. Diana acknowledged, “This doesn’t leave me much time to be with my 
husband” and went on to explain, “he thankfully has some shows he likes to watch, so he 
has his ‘me time’ too.” She was relieved to know that the time she spent on work was 
time her husband used to indulge in television shows. I too reflected on working on 
schoolwork when it was least impactful on my kids in my own researcher journal: 
While I hate the time of day (it is WAY too late for this shit) I am thankful that I 
can sit down at my computer and not feel bad about ignoring my kids and what 
they need (okay want, not really need). They are in bed and sleeping or almost 
sleeping and they are not worried about what I am doing (or not doing) at this 
point. That at least is some consolation to working late. This time seems to be 
time that no one else has a claim on. 
 
Brie talked about her intentions to balance school, work, and mothering when she 
described spending a full day as mom with her daughter: “I felt accomplished and tired 
once I put her down for the night (and then began to fire off a few work emails and 
submitted the last paper for my summer stats class--yeah).” While it was not always the 
most ideal time for women to work because it takes time away from sleep, down time, or 
being with their partner, it is a time with the least impact on her child. This was not 
representative of developing toward self-authorship; it would result in the following stage 
of development. 
 Nadia recalled Skyping into class while she was on vacation and after the rest of 
her family had headed out to ski. This negotiation of time represented a more progressive 
move toward self-authorship than Brie’s experience described above as Nadia was using 
her internalized value system of priorities to vacation and attend class. She was excited to 




school; her family missed her and did not have to feel like they were not being tended to 
at the same time.  
You know even for me on vacation, it was like well, I couldn’t make it up. I had 
to like Skype in during that time. My family was off skiing and I was like sitting 
in the apartment Skyping, but you know that was still better than missing 
everything.” 
 
Guilt would settle in when it appeared the impact of a role was crossing over into 
another and people would notice. Diana had discussed using her doctoral education as her 
professional development in a new job she took:  
They were supposed to support my need for time to attend to my doctoral work. 
However, that level of support never came to fruition and my infrequent absences 
from the office to attend to class one Friday a month during the Fall and Spring 
terms and one week in the summer became a major issue for which I was heavily 
criticized and negatively critiqued in my annual evaluation. Even my requests to 
complete my required internship at the main campus with the college Deans was 
denied because my Dean saw that as a threat to his need to keep me working at 
my desk. 
 
Because of this tumultuous reaction to her needs to attend class, Diana was extremely 
mindful to never let school interrupt her ability to do her job and made sure it was 
deliberately separated. This challenge pushed Diana out of a move toward self-authorship 
and demonstrated the cyclical nature of a return to the following stage prior to 
progressing again. 
Diana talked about this overwhelming expectation and how those in her life were 
not interested or worried about what other commitments or obligations she had to fulfill if 
she were with them. “Your colleagues are counting on you, your children are counting on 
you, your classmates and faculty are counting on you, and you just have to do (laughing) 
all these things.” Doing all these things was difficult especially when a woman felt like 




about the angst she felt when not being able to solely focus on what she was doing at the 
time:  
Because it was really hard to do all, like to . . . you know, I think as women, we 
have multiple things going on in our brain. We don’t have those boxes that can 
just shut off at, you know, at one point. So there were times when I would be in a, 
a family thing and think about what work I had to do or a work thing and think 
about what family thing. You know it, it’s just natural then you think, “What am I 
doing here? And am I really going to make it? 
 
The women felt guilt, but they also expressed pride when they were able to 
accomplish the management of the three roles while segregating the impact of the others 
on any one role. Clara talked about the reward of not having school impact work, she 
even went to work the day of her dissertation defense, only missing a couple of hours to 
complete her school obligation. Clara explained the reasons for not wanting to impact 
work: 
I, I'm kind of a stubborn individual, and I didn't ever want anyone to think, “Well, 
gee. Clara let this doctoral program get in the way, and, you know, she's really 
slacking off because she's got this doctoral program.” My reputation's really 
important to me. And so I didn't want people to kind of just automatically think, 
"Oh, she's, she's just slacking off because this program." So, it became even more 
important for me to stay on top of things.  
 
Clara referred to the motives of needing to keep her reputation as her job often 
supports masculine ideals and she never wanted her commitment to be questioned. The 
feeling to have to work toward a personal goal while not interrupting anyone else in her 
life was a feeling that resonated throughout the participants’ experiences. A need to 
accomplish everything while not letting anyone know she was obligated somewhere else 
provided added challenge to negotiating the roles of doctoral student mother and student 
affairs practitioner. As noted earlier, this was the least self-authored theme these women 




they progressed in their programs, the women began to allow the understandings they 
gained through experience guide their path toward self-authorship. Women negotiated 
and changed how they approached expectations as their interpersonal and intrapersonal 
dimensions began to inform their cognitive dimension. Each woman worked through this 
and did so with a mantra that repeated in each of their heads, just keep going.  
Just Keep Going 
The most repeated theme within this research study was that of each woman 
acknowledging that they just had to keep going. When things got difficult, 
overwhelming, and seemingly impossible each of them described the need to put their 
head down and push through everything in order to accomplish their goals. These 
moments assisted in securing their internal foundation of beliefs, values, and identity as 
they developed toward self-authorship. The women were persistent, determined, and 
achievers they wanted to complete their degrees for many different reasons and kept 
going in order to get it done.  
There are three sub-themes presented with the idea of just keep going. The first is 
that life happens; this explains the adversity, challenges and sometime mundane obstacles 
that these women have faced and pushed through to continue to work toward their goals. 
The second sub-theme explores the strategies the women employ to make the systems 
they are working in, work for their own journey. The final sub-theme includes the 
explanation of the women accepting their abilities as being enough to get through 
everything they are experiencing. These three sub-themes support the women’s “just keep 




Life happens. As was often stated, life happens, and causes individuals to shift 
and refocus in order to deal with the reality of life. It could be a flat tire, a child with a 
fever, or a family illness that impacts the schedule or plan. While everyone experienced 
something unexpected at some point, no matter the number of roles they identified with, 
obligations still needed to be met in order to sustain the roles. The women in this study 
achieved this multiple times, and did this while maintaining a focus that allowed them to 
get through by just keeping on. 
Matilda’s mother was diagnosed with cancer in the midst of her academic 
program and she simply added this to what was happening in her life at that moment. She 
stepped into her role as daughter and would always care for her mother after chemo 
sessions. Matilda would arrange to maintain her class schedule by Skyping into class if 
she needed to physically be with her mother. There was an added emotional stress of 
caring for a sick parent and Matilda made sure that she took one day at a time in order to 
continue on her academic, professional and familial paths. She worked through it, kept 
going, and completed her degree. Overcoming these additional challenges pushed 
Matilda toward self-authorship, even if she were unaware of the progression until the end 
of the degree.  
Brie talked about experiencing a menial afternoon with her child and “being able 
to laugh when she pooped on the floor.” It was part of the parenthood adventure and 
instead of getting upset, she just did what needed to be done, cleaned up, and moved on, 
she just kept going. I recalled an emotional day with results that still make me laugh 




It has been a doosie of a day . . . I was excited to have received feedback on edits 
for the last (I hope) proposal update for my committee to approve to move on to 
IRB . . . I had the afternoon planned after work I was going to come home and 
make the edits and have it back to my chair before 2pm . . . until that phone call 
came, the one every parent dreads . . . your son is in the nurses office . . . he is 
really in pain at his waist, he is hunched over and really isn’t doing well . . . I 
even received a text from his teacher letting me know . . . so I left to get him . . . 
more annoyed than anything that it was going to be a silly time warp to keep me 
away from what I NEEDED to get done.  
 
So I got there and looked at my baby boy . . . okay 6, almost 7 year old, he 
looked like shit . . . greenish and in a lot of pain. I scooped him up and thought 
the only place to take him was urgent care, primary care doctors are useless in 
this type of scenario (at least in my experience). Well, okay, first I stopped at my 
house (it was on the way) and grabbed the latest article I needed to read through 
and a copy to edit for my chair . . . maybe I would have time?!? So to urgent care 
. . . they triaged at the counter and said, he needs an ER . . . now. Oh SHIT, oh no, 
what is going on? He has to be okay?!? So I took him out (across the parking lot) 
to the ER . . . they got him in immediately and everyone seemed concerned and 
certain he had appendicitis. They quickly poked him to get the IV ready, took 
blood, urine and gave him meds for the pain . . . and we waited . . . and waited.  
 
I finally pulled out my work and started to work on it . . . I felt productive, 
words came easy and I finished what I could while I was away from a computer  
. . . I was proud of myself, balancing mom/student. I asked my kiddo (busy 
watching inappropriate cartoons I would otherwise make him turn off) “is it okay 
if I work on this?” . . . ”Yeah mom, you need to graduate . . . can I come to your 
graduation? Where will it be? What will you have there?” his incessant 
questioning passed the time. Eventually the blood work came back negative of any 
infections or abnormalities . . . eventually so did the ultrasound . . . they 
determined it was gas and constipation, SERIOUSLY, this is what caused the 
concern . . . shit, literally!  
 
They weren’t 100% sure if it was gas, constipation or a stomach flue and 
we were out within 4 hours and headed home. I came home and by the time we 
were home (no more than10 minutes) . . . he was fine . . . totally fine and waiting 
to go to baseball practice . . . seriously kid? I finished up my work later tonight, 
(He pooped . . . a lot- sorry for graphic details) and I sent the edits out . . . and my 
kid is okay.  
 
I am emotionally exhausted after playing out devastating scenarios in my 
head while we waited. It is truly amazing how we can take for granted the most 
important things . . . my baby is healthy (all my babies are healthy) and we are all 
home, in our own beds, without worry of surgery, pain, and medication. Is the 
work of a PhD worth it? I think so, he came first today, he always would, if there 




Maybe this was a reminder to be grateful for things . . . I accomplished what I 
needed but more importantly I was reminded of what is important. Emotionally 
exhausted, brain is tired from reading literature and trying to articulate well 
enough to get through . . . but I am here, and moving forward . . . lucky lady! 
 
Head down, moving forward and taking each hiccup in stride, it was what these women 
did and it was what allowed them to continue to experience challenges and progress 
toward self-authorship. Nadia talked about a book she would leave on her nightstand and 
read excerpts from on the difficult days to remind her of what she was doing in its 
totality:  
You gotta keep going to be that role model. I think it’s going back to those things 
when you’re getting a lot of external messages about oh my God, how do you 
manage it? It’s important to power through those um, those years you know, 
making, making sacrifices or making choices to, you know, to try to balance 
things but to no um, you know, stop out all together. 
 
 Elise attributed her just keep going attitude to her easygoing nature, “I’m pretty 
laid back. I kind of let things come on their own.” Elise was referring to her inability to 
secure a committee despite being in the comprehensive exam phase of her program. 
Faculty left her institution for other opportunities, or retired and this resulted in an 
inability for her to finalize her committee. She just kept the perspective that it will come 
and it was just ‘part of the process’; she just kept going.  
Making the system work. In addition to pushing through when life happens, the 
women in this study acknowledged sometimes the systems seem to work against them. 
Be it the expectations, their gender, or the work culture, there are times they must work 
twice as hard as should be necessary to get through things. For some, this gave them an 
opportunity to creatively problem solve and generate a work around that allowed them to 
be successful. These were examples of pulling from their internally created, self-authored 




inform their next moves and these depended on their interpreted understandings of the 
three dimensions of self-authorship. They determined if they negotiated the system they 
could make it work for them. 
Nadia’s story described earlier regarding her failed capstone course one semester 
and having bad blood with the class’ professor demonstrates how she took control of her 
fate, directed the system and progressed. Nadia was supposed to have the same professor 
she had difficulty with for another class the next semester and instead of biting her 
tongue in his class for a semester, she petitioned to substitute the required class with 
another. This is what worked for her and she empowered herself, she did this to “simply 
avoid having to be under the thumb of this asshole again.” She asserted it was a great 
decision and she really enjoyed the alternative class as it actually helped to shape her 
proposal in a more multi-faceted way. Nadia did it her way, an action reminiscent of self-
authorship.  
Ari discussed stripping down the expected perception of having everything under 
control as a mom, professional, and student and allowing herself the space where she was 
“not trying to pretend that everything was okay” and letting others know “things are not 
okay with me.” Ari’s internalized and developed belief system accepted not following 
and resulted in a self-authored response. This goes against the doctoral socialization 
expectations rooted in competitiveness for position and stature, it is also in contradiction 
to the ideal mom norm of handling everything with a smile (Douglas & Michaels, 2004; 
Green, 2004; Lynch, 2008; Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Ruddick, 2009; Sallee, 2011a, 




could, and kept going. This was a moment of development toward self-authorship for Ari 
as she internalized her own values and beliefs to navigate her world. 
Clara was strategic and intentional with each meeting with her committee advisor, 
never allowing the time to be anything but productive toward her end goal. Clara did this 
because she knew her time was precious and if she was going to have an opportunity to 
meet with her advisor, it better be productive time. 
“You have to keep moving." And so, and I tell this to new doctoral cohorts as 
they come in. Um, they (advisors) say that, um, you know, "Bring something." So 
I was always making progress, you know, and I always had something for them 
(advisors) to read, and I always, you know, took the feedback and came back 
with, you know, the next thing. And I never left an appointment (with my advisor) 
without making my next scheduled appointment and setting that next goal. And 
so, they were extremely supportive of me because I, I was very motivated and I 
kept moving . . . I've got to just keep going. 
 
Diana described the need for doctoral student mothers working in student affairs 
to speak up and “claim an hour” to share and get in front of others to build and acquire a 
more inclusive approach to how to do these jobs, managed these roles, and kept being 
successful. These demonstrations would not have been realized without Diana identifying 
toward a more self-authored development. This was a professional quest and she was 
pushing for these conversations to take place at her institution and inserting her voice into 
the opportunities that presented themselves at work. Diana accepted and sought out new 
occasions that required she was in front of faculty and administrators speaking about her 
experiences and the changes necessary to build a better community of educators. She was 
doing this as she felt silenced in her professional role and this was her way of ensuring 
her uncovered voice is amplified for others to hear. Diana’s description of this is “you 
don’t want to be seen as less than, so you work the system to make it work (for you).” 




and practitioner roles, she was developing foundational beliefs in herself and ignoring the 
signs of her work environment to keep her voice muted. 
Clara exposed the masculine favoritism she experienced in her professional role 
and how she negotiated this experience in the following excerpt from one of her 
interviews:  
For me, I think that I knew, and I know in my work sometimes I have to work 
harder. I have to, you know, be more professional. Like, when I was at Embry 
Riddle, which is focused on aviation-aerospace, my female supervisor told me on 
day one, "You're going to need to do X, Y, Z to gain the professionalism that you 
need to have to do your work because there is an old boys' club happening here." 
And I was like, you know, you got pilots, you got engineers, you got military 
guys. And I'm just like . . . Oh, what did I do. 
 
You know, and I played that role. I did what I had to do. Worked twice as hard to 
try and gain their respect. It was hard, you know, and it was like who am I? I'm 
not a suit-wearer. I'm not, you know, a what have you. But, um, but I do good 
work and once people can understand I do good work, I get that appreciation. So, 
we're a bifurcated system and housing and res-ed and here's a perfect example. 
My colleague on the housing side is a male. Of course, he has the $53 million 
budget where I only have three (million) of it, right? And of course I have to ask. 
I get my budget from him, and all the different things, so there's this dynamic 
where, and I told my supervisor, I'm like, I feel like he's more of a director than 
me, and sometimes he talks to me like I'm his subordinate and I have to remind 
him like, "No, no, no. No, siree. I don't think so. You know, this is my 
department. This is how I do things and I need your department to do X, Y, Z," 
you know. And it just . . . and there are some times, you know, it is kind of funny. 
There are some times when I let him win. 
 
Clara challenged herself to push back when she could, and if verbalizing her 
admonishment for sexist behavior in the work place was not an option she chose, she 
developed ways to ensure her needs as a director were met. This was an example of self-
authorship. This was not challenging or changing the system and for Clara this was how 
she made it work for her in order to continue her existence in the system and keep going. 




conscious effort to negotiate her environment made it her created and internalized system 
of navigation, which was a step toward self authorship. 
 One more way women were making the system work for their personal journeys 
was identifying networks of like women to develop relationships based on support, 
encouragement, and empowerment. These networks allowed them to address specific 
challenges of doctoral mothers practicing student affairs and promote success of other 
women working to accomplish their goals. This was an action the women in this study 
acknowledged and discussed throughout the study and especially in their initial 
interviews when I asked each of them why they were interested in this particular study. 
Seeking a community of others experiencing similar journeys represented the vitality of 
the weaving of interpersonal and intrapersonal dimensions with the cognitive. This 
allowed the women to holistically move toward greater development of self-authorship.  
 The women in the study were excited to join the research and demonstrated their 
desire to encourage and empower others in how they answered the question regarding 
their interest in the study. Elise said “I think my interest in the study is because I want to 
help out other grad students doing the same thing that I’m going to be doing in probably 
the next year.” Matilda said she wanted to “contribute back and pay it forward” after 
having completed her degree with the identities too. Clara shared “I encourage more 
women to make this (doctoral student mothering) happen for themselves so that we can 
further our career and have as much as we can” 
Many of the women participating in this study were also involved in a closed 
Facebook page of working student affairs mothers, which promoted dialogue specific to 




many found the opportunity to participate in this study on that page, and they referred to 
this group during our time together. Clara said the research study and the group has,  
Given her a chance to reflect and think about some of these things, and you know, 
um, remember that there’s a lot of us out there. You know, I read the posts on the 
mom’s site. Some are hilarious, others hurt my hear, break my heart, you know, 
and they’re so out there and it’s just nice to remember that, you know, we’re, 
we’re all in this together. We might not know each other. You know, we may not, 
you know, live in the same state, you know. But you know we’re all living the 
same thing and, and that also reminds me sometimes that despite the struggles and 
despite the sometimes not feeling as supported as I’d like at work, there’s a lot of 
people who really aren’t supported and so I should just close my mouth and keep 
going.  
 
Clara talked about the outlet this page has provided for others and what that has afforded 
for her as a woman experiencing similar challenges; this is a network of women 
influencing each other. I have experienced the power of this Facebook page as it provided 
stories of women experiencing a similar journey and allowed me an opportunity to 
empathize, respond with supportive messages, and just be a sounding board for others. It 
also gave me a platform that feels safe, supportive and encouraging when other 
environments I experience failed to provide this security, this page proved to be a 
rewarding outlet for me personally. Diana, who frequently posted within the group, 
described it as “a phenomenal community of support” that gave her “a safe space to 
address similar stories and similar challenges.” This Facebook page was a source of 
community for many of these women, one where they could connect with other moms 
and commiserate in an environment that would also allow encouragement. 
There were other moments of the women speaking of their desire for others to 
experience support and the success of working toward a terminal degree while they are 
working and mothering too. Once the women felt they had developed an internal 




their three identities, they wanted to reach out to others and share their knowledge. To do 
this, they had to have progressed toward self-authorship. Nadia talked about a woman she 
knew from another university who had made the decision not to pursue her dreams of a 
further degree because “there’s only so much time.” Nadia said “Oh my God, that kills 
me, there is never a good time, it just made me nervous, like “are you ever going to take 
the time for yourself to do it?” I did not read Nadia’s reaction as judgmental of this 
women’s decision; her voice truly claimed sadness for the loss of this women’s dream, 
Nadia wanted this woman to be empowered to succeed and follow her goals. Dixie wrote 
about her experiences and stated, “it takes a village” particularly she refers to a group she 
was involved with on her campus, the Ph.D. Mom’s group. It was made up of mom’s on 
their campus who were also experiencing doctoral school, or who already completed their 
Ph.D. This group provided learning, and support:  
I have learned the different struggles from within different departments, the 
inequalities amongst programs and the types of support Mom’s are given and are 
not provided. I see the struggles about academic conferences, children, having an 
assistantship/working, getting time to write or study, etc. This group provides the 
village so many need, want and desire, I cannot help but connect with these like-
minded women. I hope for other folks in the triad of identities have a village, like 
I do. 
 
Dixie’s connections with others were an important piece of the encouraging network of 
support she relied on to keep moving toward her goals of completing a degree. Diana 
summarized the importance of networks of women traveling similar paths:  
To recognize that there’s so many of us. There is such a huge potential for us to 
harness that and truly create cultural change in a way that is significant and deeply 
meaningful and validating for all of us . . . we can create environments where you 
can be very proud and open and be a mom, and a professional, and all those other 
identities, we keep this conversation going. We keep each other going. Hold each 
other up. Support each other. Empower each other. Validate each other and we’ll 





Diana’s words were an inspiring message promoting the link of doctoral student 
mothers working in student affairs to provide ignition to continue the pursuit. Women 
have been learning how to make the system work for them and this requires fortitude, 
encouraging networks, problem-solving, awareness, and sometimes letting things roll off 
the back that really impact them personally. It was part of the game they have played in 
other roles and it is how they make it work in order to keep going and move forward. 
Being enough. Presenting as perfect is ingrained in the societal and idealistic 
expectations that women are taught when learning how to be women and mothers 
(Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Henderson et al., 2015). While there is no reality of 
perfection, the pressures exist for the high achieving women involved in this study, 
maintaining the appearance of perfection was something they thought about, and tried to 
put aside to keep moving. Demonstrating this perfection would require the women to 
remain in the following stage of self-authorship. In order for the doctoral student mothers 
practicing student affairs to keep going, they realized the need to accept the inability to 
do everything expected of an ideal mother, student affairs practitioner and doctoral 
student and simply be enough to progress and this was a move toward a more self-
authored development. 
 Nadia and I discussed the fact our house cleaning had taken a low level place on 
our priority list, yet it still needed to be accomplished. Nadia and her partner decided 
early in her doctoral program that in order for their house to be clean enough for the 
family to be comfortable, they would hire someone to come in and take care of the 
regular scrubbing. Nadia stated: “I think that’s a mistake that a lot of women make too, is 




Nadia decided dirt and grime and feeling responsible for its removal bothered her more 
than paying money to have someone take care of it. It should also be noted that Nadia did 
have a partner willing to assist in the chores, and she realized the level of clean she 
expected was a bit different than he would provide, hence the house cleaning services. 
Sarah started coursework prior to becoming a mom and did not have children 
until she was ABD (all but dissertation). She thought her dissertation would be something 
she could easily manage and power through during her maternity leave following the 
birth of her first child, she was wrong and now chuckles at her earlier perception of 
maternity leave; she now knows the challenges of welcoming a newborn and reality of 
what maternity leave entails. Like many women experiencing her first maternity leave, 
she was exhausted and often felt overwhelmed meeting the needs of her baby, let alone 
trying to complete her dissertation. She realized, with the push from the email stating, 
“you have a year to complete your studies” she would have to think differently and work 
to complete a dissertation. The done dissertation is a better dissertation than the most in 
depth, and analyzed research dissertation she could have completed. She acknowledged 
this acceptance of doing enough to complete and appreciated that her dissertation being 
done allowed her to graduate and now spend more time with her two children. 
When Brie discussed the idealistic expectations of mothering present in her life, 
she spoke about how she enjoyed carrying out some of the gendered norms of shopping, 
putting on makeup, cooking, and generally taking care of things. She enjoyed making 
others happy and said “in fact I’ve generally enjoyed and thrived when I’ve been 
functioning in ways that allow me to actualize these (gendered) norms” she quickly 




inability to always maintain her gendered expectation was her “nemesis, frustration, (and) 
failure,” she feels she is not living up to the societal expectations to maintain her 
mother/wife roles. This struggle and realization Brie experienced was demonstrative of 
her transgression from the following stage of self-authorship, through the crossroads 
stage, and ultimately ending in the self-authored stage when she realized for her, she 
could not accomplish the task. Brie continued on this topic and talked about how this was 
part of her struggle and she was beginning to accept the reality she cannot give more than 
100%. 
You know, I think it’s--it was just reminding myself--like, rather than doing less 
per say, because I think from a volume perspective in terms of everything I 
needed to do, I really didn’t see many places where I could give. But I think it 
was being okay with not being perfect in all areas or in all ways. And, like, you 
know, I can think about little things where, like, I let something drop at work, I 
sort of, think if I was intentional about that, right? Like, if I was like, okay, I am 
not gonna do this (laughing) It is not that big of a deal. 
 
Additionally, Brie credits her dad teaching her how to accept imperfections, specifically 
in parenting as she found herself to be characteristically like her father:  
My dad’s lack of perfection in parenting (he’s a phenomenal dad – but certainly 
was/is not a perfect dad). Knowing that my dad (and I) are total perfectionists in 
our professional roles, but not in our parenting roles gives me assurance that I am 
doing the right thing by relaxing and making mistakes as a parent. I know that 
parenthood perfection isn’t required to achieve this (raising caring, engaged, and 
thoughtful people).  
 
My own journey showed challenges in accepting I am enough in a March entry of my 
researcher journal. It was two of my three kids’ birthdays in the month of March and I 
was feeling guilt that the sweet sixteen celebration for my daughter was not as we had 
originally intended it to be. She and I had talked about elaborate plans for a big party and 




celebration. My daughter was happy with the get together and ultimately, that is what 
made me realize having what I believed was a perfect party wasn’t necessary. 
Perfection. What does that mean? I have intentionally worked hard to not be a 
perfect mom--I don’t think being a perfect mom is possible, but to be the best mom 
I can be . . . I wonder why the internal guilt gets so deep when I can’t be perfect, I 
can’t attend every kids’ event my kiddos are involved with, I can’t be there to 
meet them after school or check in on them just because . . . I am learning to 
accept this and hoping to not only get better at acknowledging my imperfections  
. . . there are so many . . . but making the best be enough . . . enough for everyone 
and everything. Julia is 16! Already . . . this was a birthday I hoped would be 
amazing for her and big and celebratory . . . and it just happened, not too much of 
a celebration, no big blow out of a party, the day came, we had balloons and 
excitement, her friends went to laser tag (Julia’s choice) and stayed over . . . she 
was perfectly happy with this . . . why wasn’t I, I guess I thought I should have 
done more to make her day bigger and more special. It’s the kids’ birthdays and I 
want them to have all they desire and a party and perfect cupcakes and memories 
. . . and I can’t make that all happen . . . I am coming to terms with this, they seem 
content and happy as they are . . . I should look at this a bit closer, it is reassuring 
that I am doing fine as a mom! 
 
Accepting that what we do is enough is a reality we all must come to, and for the women 
in this study it was just one more way they just kept going, moving forward and getting 
done. This was a difficult facet in the realm of self-authorship to grasp and hold on to, 
these women were socially constructed to seek perfection and cultivating a foundation of 
internal beliefs, values, and identity allowing the external pressures to be nonexistence 
brought retraction to the early stages of development, then forced a move toward self-
authorship to sustain the roles of mother, doctoral student, and practitioner.  
Identity development, Self Sacrifice, and Just Keep Going were the three general 
themes describing the findings of this research study. Each theme presented sub-themes 
helping to expand and explain how they were developed. Identity development occurred 
for the women through their journey of being doctoral student mothers while also being 




order to complete the degree and worked hard to make sure sacrifices were experienced 
by the women individually and were not felt by those they worked with or loved. The 
women also developed a mantra to just keep going, no matter the hardship, obstacle or 
chaos that came, just keep going and stay the course. These themes allowed them to 
negotiate their path and led them toward self-authorship this path caused them to waver, 
was cyclical, and was necessary for them to stay in the journey. The next chapter will link 









DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
In the previous chapter, I outlined the findings as themes and sub-themes related 
to the experiences of doctoral student mothers who work as student affairs practitioners. 
In this chapter, I link the findings discussed previously to my three research questions 
and develop the comprehensive discussion of this research study. I believe each of the 
participants is currently on the path working toward self-authored development. I suggest 
these women have experienced a cyclical process through varying stages as they journey 
toward self-authorship while navigating the roles of doctoral student, mother, and student 
affairs practitioner. This process is instigated by the adversity they experience while 
managing the triad of roles and the new scenarios and expectations each of these 
identities bring. The continuous evolvement toward self-authorship results from the 
experiences that necessitate the women’s negotiation of the three roles, as they must 
maneuver the systems they are in, home, school or work, to allow them to complete 
overloading expectations. The women do this by an acknowledgement of their ability to 
be enough, and through self-sacrificing behaviors which allow them to push through 
difficult times and achieve a doctoral degree, maintain their professional roles, and 
continue their mothering. Women view these triad identities as a temporary requirement 
to complete the terminal degree while rearing children and working as a student affairs 
practitioner. I provide connection of these results to the research and literature found 




recommendations for future research, and conclude with my final reflective thoughts of 
this research journey. 
Journey Toward Self-Authorship 
The women participating in this research study have provided a glimpse into their 
experiences and demonstrated how they managed their triad of roles. They employed 
strategies, coping mechanisms and determination in order to persist and continue on their 
educational journey. As was established in a previous chapter, each of the women 
participating in this research was determined to be moving toward self-authored 
development. They were accomplishing this while navigating their journeys within the 
triad of roles which was inclusive of overwhelming expectations, they combined duties 
and tasks when possible, dismissed sleep, self-care, and experiences with their family or 
friends to forge ahead and complete their degrees. These actions demanded a dismissal of 
following the culturally expected norms of a mother, doctoral student, and student affairs 
practitioner. They must create and internalize their own beliefs, values and identities that 
allow for cohesion of roles resulting in a development toward self-authorship. My first 
research question asked how women are developing toward a self-authored existence in 
their overloaded and conflicting roles of doctoral student mother working in student 
affairs? The answer was three fold and includes the following: by default of the triad of 
identities, they do this out of necessity, and they self-sacrifice. These were three ways 
women identifying as doctoral student moms working as student affairs practitioners 




It is By Default 
 As discussed in a previous chapter, the mere fact that these women are currently 
seeking a terminal degree while they are raising children, and working in a student affairs 
position presents them as individuals working toward self-authorship. Acceptance of 
these roles goes against the external expectations and influences of these identities and 
precipitates the need for intrinsic belief they can and they deserve to succeed in these 
endeavors despite the societal created definitions of what it means to be a mother, 
doctoral student, or student affairs practitioner (Baxter Magolda, 1998, 2008, 2014; 
Kegan, 1994). Acker’s (1990, 1992, 2006) discussion regarding inequality of gendered 
institutions was reiterated with the self-doubt and a lack of confidence evidenced and 
experienced throughout the women’s journeys. Each challenge, critique, and failure 
beckons the women to seek outside validation and support to again realize who and what 
they are and what they are capable of accomplishing. This need for external recognition 
was tied to the socially constructed existence the women have been raised in 
professionally, personally, and scholastically. Women have repeatedly been told how to 
act, how to become women, and how to present as women and this has resulted in a 
necessity to seek responses to gain acceptance (Acker, 1990, 1992, 2006; Cumings 
Mansfield et al., 2010; Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Lynch, 2008 Twenge, 2013). This 
action set them back to earlier stages of self-authorship and from that point they must 
again begin their journey toward living a more self-authored life, creating a cyclical 
process of development. These women have decided to personally develop the space, 
boundaries, and expectations as mothers to their children while they manage assignments 




demands they create and trust their own values of these duties and their ability to 
establish priorities, with a confidence to direct their own life; these are all principles 
established to define an individual moving toward self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 
1998). The women established their children are not their first and only priority in life by 
adding roles that demand prioritization at some point in their daily thoughts and or 
actions, which was an act toward self-authorship. Additionally, they are seeking terminal 
degrees within a profession with few women who identify like them in the upper level 
positions of authority, positions they will be more prepared to hold as they complete their 
degrees. Each of these women also decided to push forward and do something that brings 
them pride, confidence, and personal satisfaction. They ascribed to continued self-
sacrifice, and they did this, as they understood the temporary status of student 
necessitated the costs and compromises they endured. This resulted in what was, at times, 
a painful experience. Doctoral student mothers practicing student affairs have the 
ingrained expectations of maintaining ideal mothering, committed academic, and 
nurturing student affairs practitioner and as they transgress toward self-authorship, the 
fight to establish an internal belief and value system allowing for the simultaneous 
existence of these three roles is difficult (Hays, 1996; Newman & Henderson, 2014; 
Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Weidman & Stein, 2003).  
These specific examples represent and demonstrate an integration of the three 
dimensions evident in self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 2001b). It was evident in the 
cognitive development displayed in the approach to meeting the needs and expectations 
of each role, the interpersonal development of values that allow a woman to prioritize, 




negotiates her environments and the relationships within these spaces to accomplish her 
goals (Baxter Magolda, 2001b; Neumeister, 2007).  
 While these women are developing their capacity to self-author their lives, it was 
not with an absolute disregard for the world around them. The intrinsic belief system 
each woman was building rises and falls with successes and failures experienced as 
subtle reminders of what these women are not able to accomplish creep into their 
consciousness. Whether these unachieved expectations are announced by others or only 
noticed internally, there remains an impact and these women push through these and 
work toward accomplishing the larger goals, important to them. The recurring action of 
sacrificing self was what women are expected do, and these women understood this then 
used the sacrificing as a tool to manage and regulate their lives to push through the 
challenges and achieve their individual goals, it was a means to an end.  
These women were all strong, confident, inspiring women. They were at different 
stages of development from each other, and they were at different stages internally in 
regards to each of their roles. They owned their mistakes, they accepted and at times even 
celebrated their inability to meet idealized and unreal expectations, and they felt the 
impact of their choices on those they love and those they work with. They created their 
own unique journeys to accomplish goals as they worked toward living a self-authored 
existence.  
It is Done Out of Necessity 
 High achieving, goal oriented mothers made situations work, regardless of the 
circumstances, challenges, and expectations. Women striving to achieve success in 




accomplish, the cost would be too great. As it pertains to being a mother, women cannot 
stop meeting the needs of their children without dire consequences. They must keep 
moving and taking care of them, this is discussed through research in idealistic terms of 
“intensive mothering” and while not all mothers ascribe to being the idealistic mother, the 
expectation that a mother tends to the needs of her children is a real and present reality 
that cannot be ignored by a mother (Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Hays, 1996). At work, a 
woman must tend to her work expectations and achieve them if she intends to keep 
herself employed in that job. In addition to the job she currently holds, getting fired from 
a position related to the field would make future attainment of employment more 
difficult. As a student, if you do not complete your coursework, assignments or exams 
and dissertation, you will not complete your terminal degree. A woman managing these 
three roles simultaneously does not have the choice to stop meeting the role expectations 
of any one of the identities if she intends to sustain them. It is necessary for her to get 
things done and puts a stress on the women to be.  
 This stress was what was expected to occur when you combine the intensity of 
motherhood, doctoral student, and professional. Independently, these three roles 
demanded emotional, physical, and mindful concentration every time a person engaged in 
their tasks; combining them simultaneously places compounded strain further taxing an 
individual with potential to impact her psychological well being (Henderson et al., 2015; 
Perkins, 1997; Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 2011a). This meeting of expectations 
aligns with the idealized expectations these women face, for these doctoral student 




an end that is pushing through gendered expectations of capabilities and results in a 
terminal degree.  
Sometimes working to change the system that continues to marginalize their 
motherhood and forces them to smile their way through sexist interactions became an 
ignored priority in order to just get through the system. It is not that advancement for all 
women was unimportant; these women were negotiating the system of sexist 
marginalization that existed to accomplish individual goals, which allowed them to 
impact and create change within their sphere of influence. These women did not have the 
time, energy, or fortitude to address systemic issues on a grander scale when they were 
all consumed with the necessities they were obligated to perform to continue on with 
their personal goals, dreams, and self-expectations. The change toward a more equitable 
world was slowly progressing as these doctoral student mothers working as student 
affairs practitioners were working to become individuals empowered through knowledge 
who impact their communities on a scale that is centralized to their communities. This 
grassroots method of systemic change was not radical, it was not quick, it spoke to the 
relational qualities of these women and their commitment to self-prioritizing, whether 
realized or developing. 
This necessity resulted in women pushing toward self-authorship as they 
developed the inner belief system that allowed them the space to believe it was all 
possible, and they were capable of achieving management of the three roles. A woman 
began to create the identity of scholar as she progressed through her education and the 
development of a new identity relied on individual and critical thought she must have 




order to accomplish this, she must be pushing toward self-authorship, if she has not 
already achieved this stage. A woman’s societal relations were interwoven with her roles 
and learning how to navigate the cultural expectations and overcome the marginalization 
of these sometimes hostile environments demanded a use of problem solving and 
manipulation that allowed her to achieve greater things in each space (Goodchild & 
Wechsler, 1997; Hall & Sandler, 1982).  
 Through the journey of being a doctoral student mother practicing student affairs, 
women started to accept their inability to meet all the idealized expectations of their roles 
and began to allow who they are to be enough in order to accomplish tasks. What I mean 
in talking about being enough was that expectations might just be met. They were not 
always met in an exceptional robust or even marginal way they were just simply met. 
This looked different for everyone and for some looked like a store bought Halloween 
costume, or cupcakes for a child’s birthday celebration instead of something homemade. 
It was turning down a presentation opportunity at work due to not having enough time or 
missing a child’s event, not cooking dinner, eating dinner after 9:00 p.m., or living in a 
messy house. Accepting these moments of being enough was not a feeling that remained 
consistently or was sustained throughout the women’s journeys; there was fluctuation 
between feelings of accomplishment and then guilt and inadequacy as a parent, 
professional, and student. This disparity of emotions promoted the cyclical nature of self-
authorship as women moved back and forth between needing external validation and then 
finding this acceptance internally. Regardless of what just being enough looked like for 
an individual, a woman in the position of doctoral student mother and student affairs 




even when the thoughts of insufficiency crept in, she kept going and again found belief in 
herself. 
 It was because it was necessary to complete it all that a woman kept going, 
accepted that what she does was enough, and figured out ways in which she could 
manage and navigate her expectations in order to accomplish her goals. This negotiating 
and problem solving resulted in a woman working toward creating her “own beliefs, 
identity, and social relations” (Baxter Magolda, 2008, p. 269). The women identified 
what was necessary in the moment to fulfill their obligations and created a path that was 
individualistically theirs; this came as a result of facing challenges, managing 
overlapping expectations, and accomplishing necessities. This was a move to self-
authorship and this was developed out of necessity and allowed a high achieving woman 
with the triad of roles to complete her goals and sustain the journey. 
Self-Sacrifice 
 Another way women were working toward self-authorship was by choosing to 
self-sacrifice to accomplish their personal goals. The act of acknowledging and selecting 
self-sacrifice was an option to complete the tasks necessary in each of the roles the 
women experience was a consciously made decision. In order to articulate this 
connection, a separation must be made between idealistic expectations of roles and the 
actual necessary tasks each woman was required to fulfill as a mother, student affairs 
practitioner, and doctoral student to sustain these identities. There were a multitude of 
expectations that could not be ignored for these women to be mothers, professionals, and 
students, the completion of these tasks does not necessarily mean they were met in the 




managing all three roles. Women identified a loss of sleep, absence from family 
functions, and a focus on ensuring others do not suffer in a way more detrimental to them 
as sacrifices they made to keep going, progress, and graduate. The literature reviewed for 
this study was inclusive in identifying the self-sacrificing nature of each of the three roles 
the women in this study possess. The literature described the ideal expectations of a 
mother, a student affairs practitioner, and a doctoral student requires a sacrificial loss to 
be a model example in each identity (Hays, 1996; Marshall, 2009; Rittner & Trudeau, 
1997). While the women were meeting gendered expectations of sacrificing self in each 
of these roles, they were doing this to accomplish personal and internally motivated 
goals, not to meet the standards set by society. Women sacrificed sleep, pre-existing 
identities, self-care, and practiced martyrdom in order to achieve their personal 
aspirations. These sacrifices varied by woman, and became fewer, as an awareness of the 
need for self-care is evident for each woman.  
 These sacrifices were expectations of the women in the roles, and while that 
seemed to fit into external influences; it was by choice, evaluation of priorities, and 
strength in the confidence and ability of each woman that these sacrifices were made. A 
woman that was not on the continuum looking toward self-authorship would not be able 
to make these sacrifices for these reasons. It was the reason precipitating the sacrifice that 
made the act of self-sacrifice a move toward self-authorship, a reason of personal gain 
and promotion of self as a professional, doctoral student, and woman.  
Gender Expectations 
 Each of the women in this study took great pride in the three roles they occupied. 




hardworking doctoral students and they understood the difficulty of dissertating; each 
woman was a student affairs professional looking to continue their practice in higher 
education. The second research question: Do gender performance expectations of the 
roles of student affairs practitioners, doctoral students, and moms impact the process of 
development toward self-authorship? The short answer is yes, it is complicated and it 
impacts the process toward self-authorship.  
In two of the roles, gendered expectations of how to be a mother and how to be a 
good practitioner in student affairs pushed women toward self-authorship; women were 
expected to shoulder more of the parenting duties than fathers because they were women, 
and it was anticipated that women student affairs practitioners carried the nurturing and 
emotional heavy lifting in the office while having to work twice as hard as their male 
counterparts for equal recognition. This overloaded their task list and was emotionally 
taxing and they still did it. This was a systemic representation of the continued male 
progressive life favored by the academy and society (Armenti, 2004; Cumings Mansfield 
et al., 2010; Sallee, 2011a; Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004). The women felt this added 
pressure and, while there was acknowledgement of the inequities, the difficulty did not 
push these women to buck the system; instead they learned to manipulate it so they could 
progress.  
This strategy was a realization of how difficult it was to evoke change toward 
equity if you were also trying to exist in it. These women were concentrating on their 
individual journeys, their hope was to impress others to follow the academic path while 
mothering and working and it was a hope resulting as a by product of their actions. This 




represented them, allowed them to be equals, and demonstrated social justice but they 
also needed to survive and sometimes what it took to survive was all they had to give.  
These women learned how to negotiate this journey and developed their own 
beliefs, values, and ways of doing everything to accomplish the expectations. Women 
began to develop internally held beliefs and values to negotiate what was the right 
journey for each of them to proceed and find success as mothers and professionals. They 
developed their relationships based on these beliefs and values and began to direct their 
own paths in their life experiences. These women did this as they decided for themselves 
how and when to prioritize their overwhelming expectations as a mother, student, and 
student affairs practitioner in a way that was appropriate and aligned with their 
individualized life, these are the actions of women working toward self-authorship and 
these movements were precipitated by the gendered expectations of being a woman, a 
student, and mother. These actions pushed them toward self-authorship.  
As doctoral students, there seemed to be an internal need for the women to prove 
they were capable enough and this was essential to gain confidence and necessitated self-
authorship for the completion of the doctoral degree. This was expected as they entered 
an academy that was not built for their existence (Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997). I cannot 
say with certainty that it is the gender performance expectations influencing these 
feelings of inability; I do suggest there was influence of societal messaging regarding 
women’s abilities they have received since birth contributing to their lack of self-
confidence (Goodchild & Wechsler, 1997; Henderson et al, 2015; Weidman et al., 2001). 
This coupled with continued messaging of what it meant to be ideal when mothering, 




self. It was this lack of assuredness that pushed women towards self-authorship as they 
developed a belief in themselves and designed and navigated their own journey in order 
to simultaneously manage their three identities successfully. 
 Women learned to work within the systems they occupy, systems often catering to 
the promotion of male behavior by way of favoring the strengths of males differently than 
those of females. When women were forced to work, study, or live in these types of 
environments, they often developed strategies that manipulate situations to fulfill their 
needs. For example, a woman who found she has to let her male colleague ‘win’ to make 
it easier later; she called this strategizing, and it was necessary for her as he attempted to 
dominate and control situations that were clearly her departmental responsibilities. This 
was a more common occurrence for most women and it could encourage a woman to call 
attention to gender inequities, denounce marginalizing behavior or comments, or ensure a 
woman was sitting at the proverbial table. One participant noted the difference between 
males bringing children to their courses and the praise a father received for having the 
child with him, while a woman who brought her child to class was made to feel 
uncomfortable and left as to not negatively impact her position in the program. This 
behavior reiterated Mason et al.’s (2013) research claiming parents are treated differently 
based on their gender. The participant in this situation called out these discrepancies in 
behaviors to her peers and while it brought about little impact, she knew she educated a 
few individuals in the room. This was a frustrating realization of the ongoing struggles 
these women faced, never feeling fully heard or understood but marginalized through the 




The need to do these things promoted working toward self-authorship as it was 
created out of acknowledgement that there were inequities, and they should not be 
tolerated. Baxter Magolda (2008) described fighting for self as a marginalized individual 
as cursors pushing people toward self-authorship because one must censure negative 
messaging while still creating positive relationship with diverse others, this is a marking 
of self-authorship. This was also an exhausting exercise the women were forced to 
engage in repeatedly as they continued to face obstacles based on their gender.  
 In addition to the gendered marginalization these women felt, I acknowledged the 
importance of intersectionality in this conversation and the presence of its vitality, which 
evolved through the research process and was reiterated in literature calling for more 
comprehensive exploration of identities (Cooper, 2002; Gonzalez et al., 2002; Thandi 
Sulé, 2011; Truong & Museus, 2012). As I began to listen and develop a greater 
understanding of the experiences of the women participating in this study, one thing 
became incessantly clear. These women possessed a multitude of complex identities that 
created their being and it was so much more than their gender.  
While some women expressed a more salient existence in certain identities than 
others, it was the intersection and identification of these identities that allowed them the 
space to achieve their self-authored journeys of being doctoral student mothers practicing 
student affairs. For the women who clearly expressed their salient identity as an “other” 
personally, racially, ethnically, and culturally, the importance of this distinctive piece of 
them was what allowed them to possess every other identity. This reiterated the necessity 
to continue to research, and explore the lived experiences that are not the categorically 




researched. The differences matter and these are the influential qualities that create the 
experiences of these women.  
A Cyclical Journey 
 The journey these women experience was riddled with highs, lows, unexpected 
life moments and chaos; negotiating the tumultuous and rewarding experiences leaves 
women stronger, more confident, and less willing to accept outside judgment. The third 
research question asked: Can women simultaneously be in varying stages of self-
authorship in their multiple roles of student affairs practitioner, doctoral student, and 
mother? The answer requires a greater immersion into the research of Baxter Magolda, 
and it comes with an answer of yes, but no, then yes again. 
 Baxter Magolda (2008) described the trajectory toward self-authorship to be more 
“complex and nuanced” resulting in a journey that allows for cycles of self-authorship 
levels (p. 281). There are numerous paths that allow a person to become self-authored 
and the adversity and new roles that bring unknown or unlearned expectations cause a 
person to revert to a lower stage of progression toward self-authorship in order to learn, 
grow, and develop or remind one’s self of their abilities. These women used the difficult 
experiences of overloaded expectations, marginalization caused by gender, and internal 
persistence to complete and accomplish their goals. This built their internal foundation in 
complex ways, which allowed them to increase confidence and conviction in their 
cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal dimensions and resulted in a closer existence 
toward self-authorship, as they internally believed in the life path they are creating.  
 The women used their experiences through challenging times to build their 




they witnessed and attained relevant knowledge that continued to inform their 
development. This alone could not push them toward self-authorship; their witnessing 
and reflection of challenging situations cultivated a development of the foundational 
belief system necessary for the final stage, which was indicated in the literature (Baxter 
Magolda, 1998). These were the interpersonal and intrapersonal dimensions at work and 
these combined with the cognitive changed their worldviews. For each of these women, 
meeting expectations as a mother, doctoral student, and student affairs practitioner was 
required. At times this looked as if they were following the tasks necessary to meet the 
ideal of each role. That was a result and it was the way in which the women approached 
their expectations and their conscious decision to keep going that defined them as moving 
toward self-authorship.  
Specifically, when these women added the role of mother or doctoral student to 
their identities, their ability to be self-authored was diminished as they learned how to 
navigate these identities. This was representative of the following stage of self-authorship 
and this came with a lack of confidence, experiencing marginalization, or having to 
overcome obstacles never faced before demands ability to get through tough times and 
sometimes an attitude to “just keep going” (Baxter Magolda, 1998). The actions required 
to come out on the other side of adversity builds the foundation necessary to achieve self-
authorship (Baxter Magolda, 2008). These women all possessed this quality and 
continuously were challenged which resulted in a circle around to earlier stages of self-
authorship. They were experiencing various levels of self-authorship in their roles and 
this was fluctuating as they moved through their journeys. There were times they 




back toward needing external guidance and values to proceed. This existence in varying 
stages of development created a space of uneasiness for some of the women and had 
some of the women using strategies developed in one role as ways to navigate new 
challenges in a different role, this action demonstrated a use of the three dimensions of 
self-authorship and a push toward self-authorship. Their development was ever changing 
because their experiences were not stagnant in their roles and they were continuously 
learning how to negotiate new challenges. 
Temporary Status 
 The next discussion point regards the recurring notion of the temporary status of 
the student identity for the women participating in this study. In many instances 
throughout the research process, the recognition of the temporary nature of doctoral 
student was considered. The discussion of temporary was in relation to the tasks, 
expectations and stress each woman was experiencing and it was the intended nature of a 
student identity. One should presumably graduate, be titled doctor and no longer be a 
student, this was when an individual should transition their identity as one of scholar. I 
considered this idea of temporary to be one that brings about further contemplation as I 
consider that a mother working on her doctoral degree while working as a student affairs 
practitioner must achieve self-authorship in their role as student in order to complete the 
degree and graduate, if only temporarily. This was not a theme represented or previously 
discussed within the literature reviewed for this study and could be a starting point for 
continued research. 
 Identifying the role of student or the time of overloaded and conflicting tasks as 




Seeing the “light at the end of the tunnel” and knowing that, if they worked hard in the 
moment, they would have rewards in the future somehow seemed to quiet the anxiety, 
and guilt that often rose to the surface. It was a cost they must incur to achieve the degree 
and terming the time as temporary means it would not last forever, their overwhelming 
expectations have an end, if only they can continue to push through to the finish. 
The descriptions, stories, and shared personal thoughts of each of the women 
involved in this study demonstrated the need for women to develop a path toward 
completion of the degree that is independent of any other’s experiences. These women 
must develop systems that work for their lives, with their families, and with their jobs. No 
one woman’s life was like any others and, because of this, individual strategies, 
acceptance of what was enough for them, and working in ways that benefitted their 
priorities must be determined and navigated by the individual woman in the heart of the 
experience. These actions demanded an internal belief and value system they trust and 
turn to; one that was created out of their own experiences and the challenges they have 
overcome. They learned to address adversity in a way that was constructive for their lives 
and it was these reactions and abilities that exemplified their self-authored existence. 
While all of these actions and actualizations took place, I would argue it was a temporary 
state for some of the women in their role of doctoral student and emerging scholar. The 
student identity was repeatedly referred to as a temporary role. Many of the women 
discussed their emerging identity of scholar and as I reviewed the thoughts and words of 
each of the women, I wondered if this scholarly identity would become one that was 





The reality that many of the women participating in this study identified a 
struggle with the acceptance of a scholar identity is of significance as an individual with a 
doctoral degree presumably has reached the identity of scholar. The literature discussed 
the difficulty of the socialization process of doctoral education and recognized the 
relevance of the imposter phenomenon playing into the confidence levels of doctoral 
students (Craddock et al., 2011). This, as well as a difficulty of finding self-confidence, 
and engagement in the role of a student, contributed to the women’s challenge of 
identifying as a scholar. Allan, (2011), Mason et al. (2013), Wolf-Wendel and Ward, 
(2006), and Heinrich (1996) all discussed the need for student to engage and seek a sense 
of belonging in the academy for success. Many of the women did not do this and this 
dismissal of allowing the student identity to be prevalent in the confounds of their lives is 
damaging their ability to embrace the scholar identity. 
The lack of salience in this role could be attributed to aspects specific to the field 
of higher education and student affairs. It could stem from the absence of scholarship 
many women do not participate in after the completion of their degree as they rarely have 
time within the scope of a student affairs position to pursue research for work. It could be 
the lack of financial commitment many have to make; six of the nine women participants 
are pursuing their terminal degrees with financial assistance through their place of 
employment. The financial cost is not as great for some of the women to earn their degree 
and this absence of burden could induce a less substantial identification to the role of 
scholar many of their classmates are experiencing. It may be the perspective some have 




study received or will be receiving her Doctor of Education (Ed.D.) degree and four will 
receive her Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) degree. The difference between the two degrees 
can be argued and an Ed.D. could be perceived as a more practitioner relevant or related 
degree.  
For many of the women, the relevance of the terminal degree was a means to an 
end, a checklist marker on their path toward more prestigious and executive roles within 
the academy. It was clear women felt the need to have the title of Dr. to be present and 
acknowledged as a legitimate contributor within their professional roles. Is it okay they 
may never attain the status and identity of scholar? The student affairs field has 
demanded time and attention that has left little opportunity for continued scholarship, 
there has often been a reliance on shared best practices, nationally organized 
opportunities for discussion, and informed ideas from networks to use the research that 
exists in the field, in practice. This has been how the role of doctoral education has 
played out for many practitioners, and this was evident in the stories of these participants. 
In the world of academia, a terminal degree as a student affairs practitioner should 
demonstrate a commitment to scholarship and research, resulting in a scholar practitioner 
identity. This does not always get verified through the academic affairs and faculty 
community within an institution. This identity is one many of the participants discussed 
as relevant to their pursuit of a degree. The women had a desire and hopeful expectation a 
terminal degree and title of Dr. so they would be provided a level of stature within their 
institutional community and potentially be seen as equivalent to the credentialed class of 
faculty. This status could provide a wishful sense of credibility not otherwise received 




with a responsibility of engaging with faculty, and institutional communities, in a way 
that embraces and exemplifies scholarly identity. Finding ways to embrace the scholarly 
world within the parameters of professional life is an important step to legitimizing 
existence as an academician within the academy and cannot be seen as a byproduct of 
attaining a degree.  
Women searching for approval and verification of status were an example of a 
need for external validation and affirmation these women are reaching to receive and 
again placed their existence within the marginalized expectations they expect within the 
academy. This accounted for potential underlying reason women pursue a terminal 
degree in the field of student affairs, they didn’t believe they would be afforded greater 
opportunity without the credential. A doctorate degree should provide these women with 
greater knowledge and capital to move upward within the ranks of the academy, and they 
should be committed and resolved in their belief to identify as a scholar, permanently.  
Grassroots Movement 
The women involved in this research study desired change in the academy and 
they recognized they were being educated and working in a system that was not created 
for them and marginalized their identity as women at its foundational existence. The 
participants within this research study hoped for a more equitable environment within 
their academic community, which would honor and value each of their intersecting 
identities. A grassroots effort was indicative of a social justice perspective desiring, 
working toward, and pushing to change a system that continuously stifles progress. The 
individual accomplishing goals that demand navigation through marginalized 




existing system, even when progression through did not change the presence of 
oppression. Women developing a greater understanding regarding the progression, got 
through the journey. This knowledge could be used with the intention to inform and 
impact others while promoting a change brought by deeper understanding.  
The time, attention, and dedication to create and instill great change through 
social movement was not available to these women as they simultaneously held the roles 
of mother, doctoral student, and student affairs practitioner. Their end goals of 
completing their degree, taking care of their children, and maintaining their work 
expectations was all consuming. These women were working toward creating a social 
change of greater equity and acknowledgment through the influence of their roles on a 
grassroots level. While their sphere of influence may seem to be on a small scale initially, 
it will grow, it will expand and the impact will be felt. It will become a ripple that 
continues to impact and the social movement will be small and influential. It is change, it 
is slow and it still makes a difference.  
Implications 
A narrative should encourage a reader to move past the text on the paper and 
toward a larger interpretation of the meaning behind the story (Kohler Riessman, 2008). 
Characteristics of ethnography include immersion within the group being studied and a 
development of descriptive, cultural understanding of the milieu of this group (Creswell, 
2013; Merriam, 2009). The ethnographic context, and participant narratives of this 
research provided in an earlier chapter give us the information we need to recognize the 
individualized movement toward a more socially just community each of these women 




representative of pushing past the marginalized environments they experienced to 
complete terminal degrees with aspirations of continued professional success while also 
managing motherhood. Their experiences reached the communities in which they 
participated and the impact is a small gesture of social justice. 
With the preceding notes in mind, I present the implications and implore they be 
considered as they promote the transformation and fight toward a more socially just 
community allowing doctoral student mothers a space to pursue education while being 
supported, encouraged, and empowered. These are not grand scaled social movements 
that will immediately impact a whole host of individuals, this is a more individualized, 
community based transformation that starts at the grassroots level and starts to impact the 
networks each doctoral student mother has within her sphere of influence. I intend for 
these implications to have derived as a product of the written narratives and development 
of understanding previously translated within this manuscript. The experience of this 
qualitative research provided a transformational experience for the doctoral student 
mothers I had the privilege to meet, it reciprocated in allowing me, as researcher, to also 
grow, develop, and transform throughout its progression. It is important to acknowledge 
the greater picture and impact this study can have on others and it is the impression I 
intend to leave described in this chapter. The implications can be divided into three 
categories and include the implications for the women who identify as doctoral student 
mothers practicing student affairs, the implications for the communities and networks of 
individuals these women are engaged with while in these roles, and the implications of 




For the Women 
The title of this section “For the Women” is inclusive of myself, the participants 
of this study, women experiencing this triad of roles currently, and those who will one 
day step into these identities. My primary intention is for the women, who are now bound 
with a participant identity, to assist in the encouragement, empowerment, and support of 
other women. This is not to add to their already long lists of things to do, it is a request to 
be a contributing member of the community of like women by offering their story as a 
nudge to keep going and not discourage the journey for others. The request is for these 
women to represent the culminating product of a doctoral student mother working in 
student affairs and succeeding. I suspect their stories to provide these actions and hope 
others will identify and empathize with the journey we are experiencing. The 
implications described below appeal to the women partaking in this journey to take 
responsibility for the journey, to step up and make the experiences the best it can be for 
all roles and for all those involved in their lives. The first implication was support 
networks made up of doctoral student mothers who practice student affairs promotes the 
success of these women, women should seek out these networks or create them. The 
second was acknowledging the enormity of the expectations, organizing the duties and 
expectations of the roles, accepting one’s limitations and continuing through challenges, 
allow women to be successful in their personal, professional, and academic life, women 
must understand the enormity of the undertaking of these three roles, accept that they 
cannot be everything to everyone at all times, and never stop working for their dreams. 
The third implication is, working creatively and thinking outside the box allows a 




schedule, and even achieve more than is necessary. The women of this research study 
demonstrated and expressed the journeys they have endured to get through, women, take 
note of how they progressed, it was creative thinking, prioritizing, and reprioritizing their 
tasks and just making it happen to the best of their ability. 
Support networks. My research finds that when the women experienced 
networks of like women, they felt empowered, supported, and encouraged. Research has 
previously stated that identifying individuals within a graduate degree program that 
possess similar characteristics and who assist in the development of a sense of belonging 
and commitment to the environment is a component to becoming a successful graduate 
student (Allan, 2011; Busch, 1985; Cumings Mansfield et al., 2010; Fay, 1989; Heinrich, 
1996; Mason et al., 2013; Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 2011a; Vaccaro, 2011a; Ward 
& Wolf-Wendel, 2004; Weidman & Stein, 2003; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2006; Young & 
Brooks, 2008; Zachary, 2005). Additionally, relationships that are considered to be 
positive with shared trust; empathy and build fellowship promotes positive benefits for 
graduate students (Heinrich, 1996).  
These feelings of being empowered, supported, and encouraged allowed women 
to push through and accomplish their goals while still legitimatizing the struggles it took 
to get to the point they currently reside. I personally experienced a depth of camaraderie 
with the participants of this study that I cannot deny, supported, encouraged, and 
empowered me through this research and writing process. The never ending words of 
reassurance, familiarity of stories, and a space in which I could be vulnerable, lack 
confidence, and celebrate my accomplishments was I space I had not had an opportunity 




line. I can only hope others will take the time to identify women trudging this journey 
and connect with them to create a group bringing the advocacy, camaraderie, and 
accountability necessary to persist. Engaging with doctoral student mothers who are 
experiencing similar work expectations in student affairs provides a network like no other 
and encourages completion. 
It is hard. Now organize, recognize limits, and get done. The outcomes of this 
research acknowledge the journey is difficult, as well as ways to get through to degree 
completion. It is important the women experiencing these three roles simultaneously take 
responsibility for the situation, organize their priorities, acknowledge their limitations and 
just keep going. My findings suggest there is a cyclical process of ups and downs women 
experience throughout their time as doctoral students and that a way many women 
progressed was to organize their lives and acknowledge what they could and could not 
accomplish alone allowing them to keep moving. The literature review for this research 
study identified challenge after challenge faced by doctoral student mothers in student 
affairs. There are unrealistic expectations of being an ideal mother (Hays, 1996). There is 
an evident male centric academy relying on archaic foundations and processes we enter 
to earn terminal degrees (Dixon, 2013; Hall & Sandler, 1982). We work in a field that 
expects us to be available emotionally, mentally, and physically at all times (Bailey, 
2011; Dale, 2007; Nobbe & Manning, 1997; Padulo, 2001; Yakaboski & Donahoo, 
2011). We get to acknowledge this is hard, and we have to organize ourselves, accept 
help, and keep progressing. 
 Providing yourself space to have down moments, and be upset about what is 




the difference. Women showed throughout this study ways in which they organized their 
lives to accomplish their goals. They separated their roles, they merged their roles, and 
they sacrificed personal time, and sought relationships that would build them up. These 
women structured their time around the priorities of each of their roles. Women also 
acknowledged their limitations, imperfections and sought help when they realized all they 
were doing was too much. Taking this step is a difficult step for many women, it is 
necessary if women are to progress and be successful in their lives of doctoral student 
mother with a student affairs position. The women in this study never stopped, they 
pushed through and got their mothering accomplished, assignments completed (a few 
graduated) and they got their work done. Despite the trials and tribulations that blocked 
their progress, they completed or will complete soon. This is how others will need to do it 
as well. 
 Seize the moment. The final implication states that with an innovative and 
positive approach, success can be achieved while expectations are met, and a doctoral 
student mother practicing in student affairs can still seek things like personal time, 
research outside her classroom, and professional development. My findings confirm the 
research identifying the difficulty to accomplish the overloaded expectations doled out in 
all three roles. Not ascribing but still sub-consciously trying to live up to ideals, 
managing difficult workloads, and staying in jobs that require exhausting schedules 
leaves little time for enrichment within the three roles (Bailey, 2011; Dale, 2007; 
Henderson et al., 2015; Mason & Goulden, 2004; Nobbe & Manning, 1997; Padulo, 




 Participants revealed their involvement in creatively strategizing ways in which 
they could develop themselves in their identities and take care of their responsibilities 
and indulge in self-care. Participants would combine their academic research 
requirements into their working environments to accomplish dual results by seeking 
research topics that overlapped their work requirements allowing them to complete two 
tasks at one time. Participants also used their time effectively for personal self-care as 
some partook in dance courses while they waited for their children’s lessons, or ran the 
track around the soccer field where their child practiced; if they had to be at the practice 
or instruction, they found personal benefit to doing something for themselves as well. 
Others studied during practices while they sat and waited for their child to finish, others 
read with their children or sat at the table and did homework together to be spend time 
with their child while they both were productive. Additionally, other women sought out 
professional relationships that would benefit their research agendas or proposed 
professional development as a doctorate education that benefitted the professional and the 
intuition where they worked. These women got creative in making sure they could 
complete their goals, build their vitae with additional research, spend time with their 
children, and even squeeze in some self-care. It is important women become problem 
solvers, seek the positive benefits each day brings, and approach their overwhelming 
expectations with creativity. 
Implications for Communities  
and Networks 
 
 My findings present implications not only for the women experiencing academics, 
mothering, and student affairs work, there are implications for the communities these 




implications offer an opportunity for acceptance, validation, and a space that could be 
more inclusive and promote student, professional, and personal success for women 
experiencing these identities. The research data for this study showed the impact of 
community and individuals for each of the participants and this impact often negated the 
progress women were making toward living a self-authored existence in their roles. 
Making the communities and the individuals within the networks of these participants 
aware of the influence they have on the individual well-being of the women could allow 
women to have successful, empowering journey. 
The first implication for this population is creating an environment validating of 
intersecting identities promotes confidence, which can create greater success for those 
within the system. The second implication is acknowledging intersecting identities and 
providing space and promoting community to generate a culture that can encourage 
support, accountability, and empowerment. The third implication is providing validation 
and acknowledgement of the scholarly identity these women are working to accept and 
create as doctoral students.  
 Identity matters. As was introduced earlier race matters in the academy and 
leaving out the important identities of women perpetuates the ‘others’ stigma created 
when White, straight, able-bodied, cis-gendered, middle-class women are the only ones 
being represented in research (hooks, 1981; Thandi Sulé, 2011). My findings identify the 
salience of relationship status, parental status, race, ethnicity, and culture rooting 
participants in their identities of doctoral student mother practicing student affairs and the 
implications for this is no identity should be denied, disregarded, or brushed over. This 




experience of individuals identifying as something other than White, straight, able-
bodied, cis-gendered, middle-class women; it does introduce and acknowledge this 
shortcoming and provide findings represented within the data that accentuate the 
importance and need of greater research.  
 Student affairs practitioners pride themselves on the creation of inclusive and 
supportive environments that encourage their students and staff to be successful (APCA 
College Student Educators International, 2004-2015; Choo & Ferree, 2010; Council for 
the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education, 2014; NASPA, Student Affairs 
Professionals in Higher Education, 2008-2015b; Núñez, 2014; Ro & Loya, 2015). A 
disregard or overlook of the complexity of intersectionality students and staff experience 
does not support the mission of higher education and student affairs administrators in the 
United States (APCA College Student Educators International, 2004-2015; Council for 
the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education, 2014). Doctoral programs and 
student affairs offices must identify and acknowledge the multipart diversity that exists 
within their communities to more effectively serve their constituents. Inclusion and 
validation of intersecting identities can create a culture that promotes success. Students 
and staff who see themselves fully represented and holistically honored within their work 
or school environments can begin to focus on their specific duties as student or 
professional. Women in this study who were given the space to show who they were and 
who could acknowledge outside priorities thrived as they were able to successfully 
navigate their experiences gaining comfort and confidence along the journey.  
 Sub-communities. The second implication resulting from this research study 




programs and departments can begin to build the community of scholars, and 
professionals. Building community and providing a sense of belonging for students and 
staff is researched strategy that promotes success (Cumings Mansfield et al., 2010; 
Rittner& Trudeau, 1997). Developing communities acknowledging the diverse and 
complex identities of students and staffs should be a priority of programs and offices of 
student affairs. Women identifying women experiencing similar journeys, is a positive 
situation promoting completion through empowerment, support, and encouragement, 
departments and programs can promote these connections between students or staff 
(Allan, 2011; Busch, 1985; Cumings Mansfield et al., 2010; Fay, 1989; Heinrich, 1996; 
Mason et al., 2013; Rittner & Trudeau, 1997; Sallee, 2011a; Vaccaro, 2011a; Ward & 
Wolf-Wendel, 2004; Weidman & Stein, 2003; Wolf-Wendel & Ward, 2006; Young & 
Brooks, 2008; Zachary, 2005).  
While I recognize and state the need for women taking initiative to seek others 
experiencing similar journeys, the support an academic program or institutional setting 
could provide to instigate these connections would benefit the individuals, the specific 
programs and the institution at large. Recognition of the need for community through 
identity acknowledgement can help to validate the students and staff that are present in 
these spaces, and this is an important step in creating an inclusive environment. 
Scholarly identity. The women working toward a terminal degree in education 
for the further advancement of their professional career are working within a system 
preparing them to claim their scholarly identity. These women are entering the male 
centric academy as doctoral students experiencing challenges unique to their identities as 




research study indicates the importance of women finding support, encouragement, and 
validation in the realm of their academic role for their success as students and ultimate 
acceptance of their role of scholar. The scholarly identity tends to have a varied level of 
relevance in the lives of these doctoral student mothers practicing student affairs. If an 
intended purpose of doctoral scholarship was to identify as scholar, it would seem 
necessary for these women to have a better comprehension of what the purpose of the 
degree was serving in the macro context of higher education. These women seemed to be 
coming from an individualistic perspective that emphasized their personal need of a 
degree for advancement and lacked the greater context of what obtaining a terminal 
represents through the scholar perspective.  
There was disconnect between faculty scholars and practitioners. Student affairs 
practitioners have felt compelled to pursue a terminal degree to gain clout in the world of 
the academy and while there were other motivations, a doctoral salutation would allow 
upward mobility and a hope for recognition within the academic realm. This must be an 
acknowledged reality discussed and considered in higher education and student affairs 
programs. The doctoral student mothers working as student affairs practitioners need 
validation and acknowledgement of their scholarly identity and their ability to own this 
identity. Ideally the individuals these women interact with in the professional and 
academic realm will assist in recognizing this as a tangible and attainable identity from 
the start of the doctoral programs these women enter. Instilling in all graduate students 
their ability to obtain the scholar status should be a development goal of the academic 
journey. Providing validation through encouraging words, affirmation of ability, and 




scholarly identity as they reach graduation and potentially assist in their extended 
acceptance of the role after degree attainment. 
My Research Approach 
This description and implication is less about what my findings have produced 
and more about what I have learned as a researcher through this process. My researcher 
approach was indicative of the title that resulted at the culmination of this research 
process, “I will do it, and I will do it my way.” These words rang true from the start of 
this project and while I did not recognize the existence early, reflection of the process 
demands attention within this section of the paper as the creative, non-traditional 
approach to this research produced a study that was uniquely specific to outcomes I 
intended to accomplish.  
Understanding the experiences, and offering suggestions and accounts of how 
others have successfully navigated the journey of doctoral student mother practicing 
student affairs was a contribution absent of a critical review of the how the external 
cultural impact guides this journey. This was a result of a feminist researcher using the 
influences and characteristics of being a feminist to work through an interpretivist 
perspective, seeking the narratives of women, while validating their cultural context 
through an ethnographic lens. This was not a methodology derived from text, this was a 
methodology created through a malleable approach to research. It was possible and it was 
important, specifically as a feminist. Conducting research in a manner that was authentic 
and true to the core beliefs of a researcher can produce results honoring the researcher, 




This does not come with limitations, and challenge. A greater development and 
comprehensive understanding of methodologies, and paradigms is necessary to fully 
honor each facet appropriately. There is room for improvement within this research and I 
would experience it again in a heartbeat. The need to adhere to a woman-centered 
approach and to honor the reciprocal, empowering, and encouraging aspects of my 
feminist approach did not allow for an opportunity to separate myself from the 
relationship I developed with each participant. This impacted the narratives developed for 
data analysis and changed the potential within the findings. The narratives presented a 
challenge as the use was for data, and their creation was based on the interactions I had 
with each participant as the researcher. When inserting the narratives within this 
manuscript, it became apparent that the combined voice of the researcher and participant 
in some ways silenced the independent voice of the participant. Adhering to the need to 
stay transparent and truthful to my commitment to the participants, altering the narratives 
to represent a singular voice presented a challenge.  
Overall the experience of combining and borrowing specific characteristics of 
methodologies is a creative process in research. It produces a unique approach with 
results specific to intention. Doing this is recommended, and comes with a warning to 
approach the pursuit with a comprehensive understanding of the totality of each 
methodology and epistemology to ensure adherence to the integrity of each individually.  
Recommendations for Future 
Research 
 
 The academic and professional community has a continued need for further 
research into the segmented population that is currently represented in our professional 




mother who is practicing student affairs could provide further understanding on how to 
serve the community, develop more inclusive spaces, and promote and encourage women 
to pursue doctoral education. This study provided new knowledge that allows for a 
deeper understanding of the journey of doctoral student mothers and has uncovered 
additional opportunities for continued research. 
 This study did not differentiate the type of doctoral degrees the women were 
seeking and this provided data that highlighted the dissimilar expectations and 
programmatic set up the women experienced. Women who were seeking or sought an 
Ed.D., were typically in programs that were specifically designed for working 
individuals, promoted completion within 3 years, and presented coursework in a way that 
allowed for proposal and dissertation writing to be weaved throughout the course work 
expectations. Women enrolled in Ph.D. programs seemed to have challenges related to 
course times, less structured completion timelines, and a greater propensity to extend the 
time it took to complete. These differences were noticeable and influential in the 
experiences the women shared. I would recommend greater research be specific to Ph.D. 
programs, as there seems to be a greater need for reform and inclusivity within these. 
 The next recommendation for continued research includes the need to seek 
participants with greater intentionality that is inclusive of varying identities and better 
addresses the diversity available in the participant pool. The individual experiences of 
women not identifying as White, straight, able-bodied, cis-gendered, middle class women 
have not been voiced and their experiences have a perspective that needs to be better 




students with multiple and diverse identities, more research must be conducted to shed 
light on the lived experiences to create more inclusive and supportive environments. 
 A recurring note within the research was the importance the partner’s role-played, 
and the changes that occurred within this relationship during the time women were 
enrolled in school. Further research which could shed light on the impact the journey has 
on the partner relationships would allow women to enter the doctoral degree pursuit 
armed with the information necessary to better negotiate the partnered relationship while 
adding expectations to their current situation. Additionally, understanding this 
relationship would allow partners insight on the experience of their partner, which could 
provide a more supportive and encouraging environment at home. 
 The temporary status of student, and the transgression of student to scholar 
unveiled as a recurring concept in this study, providing additional research opportunities. 
Understanding if women, who are practicing student affairs after completing their 
terminal degrees, identify professionally as scholars and live in an actualized 
development of self-authorship in this identity, would provide insight into the continued 
progression of women in the academy and allow for greater in-depth understanding of 
self-authorship and continued development throughout life experiences.  
 Another opportunity remaining as a result of this study was the creation of a how 
to guide for women setting out on a similar journey. Each woman’s story was inclusive of 
individualized, experienced, and developed strategies they used to get through their time 
as a doctoral student, mother, and student affairs practitioner. These strategies were 
within each story, quote, and finding and could be filtered out and compiled to produce a 




the strategies were unique to the individual and situation and while they could be 
generalized, not always duplicated. Providing a how to manual inclusive of camaraderie 
founded in the experience of the journey, validation of its challenges and difficulty, and 
moments for reflection and inspiration would be a culminating product of this research 
experience and a gift to other doctoral student mothers practicing student affairs. 
This ethnographically influenced, narrative seeking qualitative study provides 
insight to the experiences of doctoral student mothers, working in student affairs and 
uncovers the ways in which they are developing toward self-authorship. This study’s 
development of camaraderie between participant and researcher provided an added layer 
of depth providing a deeper understanding of the journeys of these women. Longitudinal 
studies beginning with the pre-entrance of women to degree programs and following 
through the professional working careers the women progress through would allow for 
more research to be achieved providing our academic and professional community 
knowledge to address the leaky pipeline issue of mothers being represented in high level, 
executive positions within institutions of higher education. Continued exposure of the 
experiences of this population is necessary for the betterment of our institutions of higher 
education and the potential students we seek.  
My Scholarly Post-Reflection 
 This journey has expectantly been a difficult and challenging road, which 
demanded more of my internal reflections regarding unveiled themes than I had intended 
to encounter. I have struggled to identify if I believe I am enough in my triad of roles, if 
my identity as a scholar is relevant and salient as I proceed in my professional life. I 




struggled to fully embrace the reality of what this completed scholarship truly means for 
me as a woman, mother, scholar, and professional. My desire to encourage and promote 
other women reaching for the degree has been questioned internally as I wonder if they 
too feel like the imposter scraping by, able to provide just enough to be acceptable.  
The stories of these women represented not only those named within this 
document; these stories represented the experiences of a population of women working 
hard to finally attain the status of enough. Enough to gain recognition of ability and 
expertise in the work they are passionate about and immersed in on a daily basis. Enough 
in the lives of their children whom they would sacrifice anything for and who they hope 
see their mothers as warriors of overcoming adversity and challenge to accomplish their 
goals. Enough of a feminist to be able to stand firmly in actions, albeit small, relational, 
and seemingly insignificant actions in relation to the world, actions that evoke and 
encourage a belief in a woman’s ability, right, and opportunity to change a system she is 
forced to negotiate. Enough for myself as a woman and individual still seeking 
accomplishment in my life, still unsure of how or even if this is a tangible acquisition. 
My desire upon time for reflection on this process is that I decide and determine what is 
enough in all aspects of my life. I have moved through this process demonstrating most 
of the attributes discussed in these research themes and told myself that I am enough but I 
am not sure I have believed this in the grander scheme of my experience. I will, it is not 
all doom and gloom, and depressive results, I am finishing my degree and if not enough 
for some, it is my enough and I will stand in it and celebrate. I will also continue to 




I believe in leaving a place better than it was when I came to it and I believe I 
accomplished this while conducting this research study. I was able to gain a new 
perspective and greater understanding regarding the journey of women experiencing 
similar struggles, expectations, and rewards and I was able to give back to each 
individual participating in this study in a way I feel left them better than when we started. 
I provided encouragement, support, and acknowledgement and this validated their 
existence and the hard work it has taken to achieve their accomplishments. I cried, I 
laughed, and I learned throughout this journey. I am grateful for each of the women who 
has allowed me to be a part of their journey and who have now all become an integral 
piece of my story. 
The journey is real and the interviews and interactions with participants have 
provided inspiration and motivation to keep going, even after I complete my degree. 
Keep going in meeting my goals and dreaming new dreams. I could not have had a better 
topic to explore to get this done and get through this. Each of the women I talked with 
had a great journey, unique to them. The women were thoughtful in wanting me to really 
be successful, I feel like I have gained a cheer squad that will see me through and 
celebrate my end. I don’t really even know them and I feel they know me and are better 
supporters than almost everybody else I have relied on for encouragement and motivation 
to this point. I feel this is a realization needing to be shared with all new doctoral student 
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REQUEST FOR PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH STUDY: 






EMAILS TO GATEKEEPERS & INDIVIDUALS  





I would like to introduce myself, my name is Becky Broghammer and I am a fourth year 
doctoral student in Higher Education and Student Affairs Leadership at the University of 
Northern Colorado (UNC). I am preparing to conduct research for my dissertation and I 
am writing you today as you are currently in the role of _______ (position title with 
specific contingency) and I would like to request your assistance in seeking participation 
in the research study through this affiliation.  
 
My study will explore the lived experiences of women who are doctoral student mothers 
working as student affairs practitioner and currently enrolled or recently graduated from 
(within the last 2 years) in a program in the field of higher education and/or student 
affairs. I have received IRB approval through UNC and hope to collect data for this study 
in May and June 2016.  
 
The nature of my request is to ask for your assistance in emailing potential participants 
through your contingency within _______. I believe this population would provide an 
appropriate and eligible participant pool. Below is the email I would like to send in order 




You are receiving this email as you have identified as a member of ______ 
organization/contingency. This email is an invitation to participate in a research 
study for completion of a doctoral dissertation and to seeks to explore the 
experiences and lived experiences of women who are working as student affairs 
practitioner and doctoral student mothers currently enrolled, or recently graduated 
within the last two years, in a program in the field of higher education and/or 
student affairs. Criteria for participation include: 
 
x Current doctoral students in the fields of higher education and/or student 
affairs 
 
x Mothers caring for dependent children 
 
x Willingness to complete a participant identification survey, two interviews 
through a web based medium, and provide three prompted journal entries via 





Participation in this study is entirely voluntary and if you choose to not participate, 
or should you choose to participate and then want to leave the study, there will not 
be any repercussions. I believe you have valuable perspectives regarding your 
experiences of living as a doctoral student mother and hope you will be willing to 
share them. 
 
Participants will be asked to complete a survey to identify personal demographics to 
aid in the data collection process, this will be sent to you directly in an email that 
will contain a web link to this qualtrics survey.  
 
Participation in the study will include two 45-minute interviews about your 
experiences as a student affairs practitioner and doctoral student mother. Interviews 
will take place via a web-based video medium and be conducted at your 
convenience in June or July of 2016. Arrangements regarding the interview will be 
made through email correspondence with the researcher. 
 
Additionally, your participation in submitting three journal entries is requested. 
These journal entries will be in regards to reflecting on our previous conversations 
and throughout the research process. As the researcher, I will provide prompts to 
assist in starting the journaling process.  
 
If you are interested in participating, I ask that you contact Becky Broghammer at 
becky.broghammer@yahoo.com to discuss the details. If you have any questions 
regarding this study, please do not hesitate to contact Becky Broghammer at the 
above address. 
  
Thank you for your time, 
  
Becky Broghammer 
University of Northern Colorado 
Higher Education &Student Affairs Leadership Ph.D. student 
  
 









FACEBOOK POST TO ASK FOR PARTICIPATION 
 
I have previously introduced myself here, I am a doctoral student mom in SA and I am 
inviting your participation in my doctoral research study. If you are currently working as 
a student affairs practitioner and on your doctoral degree and would be willing to assist 
me in my dissertation research, please follow the link below to complete a survey 
describing yourself, and provide some insight on your experience. From this survey, I 
will seek further participation of women to participate in a couple of interviews and 
journaling activities within the coming 4-6 weeks. Thank you in advance for your time 
and willingness to participate, if you have any questions, please feel free to message me. 
















Institutional Review Board 
 
DATE: June 27, 2016  
 
TO: Rebecca Broghammer  
 
FROM: University of Northern Colorado (UNCO) IRB  
 
PROJECT TITLE: [923820-2] Doctoral Student Mothers Practicing Student Affairs 
 
SUBMISSION TYPE: Amendment/Modification 
 
ACTION: APPROVAL/VERIFICATION OF EXEMPT STATUS 
 
DECISION DATE: June 27, 2016  
 
EXPIRATION DATE: June 27, 2020  
 
Thank you for your submission of Amendment/Modification materials for this project. The 
University of Northern Colorado (UNCO) IRB approves this project and verifies its status as 
EXEMPT according to federal IRB regulations.  
 
Hello Becky,  
 





Nancy White, PhD, IRB Co-Chair  
 
We will retain a copy of this correspondence within our records for a duration of 4 years.  
 
If you have any questions, please contact Sherry May at 970-351-1910 or Sherry.May@unco.edu. 
Please include your project title and reference number in all correspondence with this committee.  
 
This letter has been electronically signed in accordance with all applicable regulations, and a copy is retained within 
University of Northern Colorado (UNCO) IRB's records.  
 












DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY QUESTIONS 
 
 
x Do you agree and consent to the following?  
 
Project Title:  Doctoral Student Mothers Practicing Student Affairs 
 
Researcher: Becky Broghammer, HESAL Ph.D. student, xxx-xxx-xxxx, 
rebecca.broghammer@unco.edu 
 
Advisor:  Dr. Tamara Yakaboski, HESAL FACULTY, xxx-xxx-xxxx, 
tamara.yakaboski@unco.edu  
 
Purpose and Description: The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of 
student affairs practitioners who are also doctoral student mothers in the field of higher 
education and student affairs. As a participant in this study, you agree to complete this 
survey by providing information for the study of the lived experiences of doctoral student 
mothers. 
 
This survey is not anonymous should you choose to continue as a participant in follow up 
research. With continued participation your identity will only be shared with the 
researcher, and her doctoral committee chair on a password protected system. Those not 
wishing to continue with participation in additional research regarding this topic can stay 
anonymous with participation in this survey. 
 
Benefits to participation include sharing your stories about your lived experiences as a 
doctoral student mother. Indirect benefits include providing empirical knowledge on 
doctoral student mothers within the field of higher education and student affairs. Risks 
associated with this research are minimal and include possible discomfort or anxiety as 
you are asked to describe your experiences as a doctoral student mother. You may choose 
to omit any questions that make you feel uncomfortable at any time.  
 
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you 
begin participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision 
will be respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 
entitled. Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, 
please sign below if you would like to participate in this research. A copy of this form 
will be given to you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns about your 
selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact Sherry May, IRB 
Administrator, Office of Sponsored Programs, Kepner Hall, University of Northern 





Yes, I agree 
No, I do not want to complete this survey.  
 
x Are you currently a doctoral student or have you recently graduated within the last 2 
years?  
 
Currently enrolled  
Graduated within the last two  
Currently stopped out of years program  
 





x How are you currently financing your doctoral education? Please select all that apply:  
 
Financial Aid 
Tuition assistance through current employer  
Privately funding  
Other, please describe  
 
x When did you begin your program? MM/YYYY  
 
x What stage are you currently in for your program?  
 
Coursework  
Comprehensive Exam  
ABD (All but Other dissertation)  
 
x Congratulations! When did you graduate? MM/YYYY  
 
x When did you stop out of your doctoral program? 
  
x When do you intend to return to your doctoral education program?  
 
x What type of educational program are/were you enrolled in?  
 









x At the completion of your education, what type of degree will/did you receive? 
  




I was expecting to become a mother while in my program  
I did not expect to become a mother while in my program  
 
x How many children do you currently have?  
 
x What is your child's age? What are your children's ages?  
 





Not applicable (on-line program)  
 
x Did you welcome a child/children into your life while you were enrolled in your 
doctoral program? Please check all that apply. 
 
I was already a mother 
Yes, I fostered children  
Yes, I adopted a child  
Yes, I was pregnant  
Yes, I became a stepparent to children 
Yes, other (please specify) 
No  
 
x Did you intentionally plan (or attempt to plan) your pregnancy according to your 
school schedule? i.e. try to plan for delivery when classes were not in session, or after 










x Are/Were you aware of any student policies, procedures, or "accommodations" 
(similar to maternity leave) that could be made for you through the institution you are 






x Please explain the types of in place policies/procedures/"accommodations" available 
for new parents to graduate students at your institution of study.  
 










x On a scale of 0-10, (0 showing no support, 10 showing great support) how supported 
did you feel regarding your needs while pregnant and when your child/ren was/were 
born?  
 
Faculty - While pregnant  
Faculty - When baby was born  
Adviser - While pregnant  
Adviser - When baby was born  
Cohort/Peers - While pregnant  
Cohort/Peers - When baby was born  
 
x Are you involved in any research, outside of the classroom requirement, with 





x Why do you think you are not involved in research with your program faculty outside 
of classroom requirements?  
 
You feel you are too busy 
There is not an opportunity for this type of additional research  






x To what level would say your program is family friendly in the following areas? (1 = 
not at all family friendly, 10 = extremely family friendly)  
 
Faculty within the program  
Faculty Adviser/Doctoral Committee Chair  
Your Cohort/Peers  
Program Time-line Requirements for Completion  
Flexibility to stop out of program temporarily for life events  
 
x Please provide an example of when you felt your identity of mother was affirmed 
within your educational setting. i.e.peer interactions, faculty interaction, syllabus 
description, inclusive language  
 
x Please provide an example of when you felt your identity of mother was not 
supported within your educational setting.  
 
x To what level would you say you feel confident in the following scenarios? (1 = not 
at all confident, 10 = extremely confident)  
 
When I am being mom 
When I am handling more than one role at a time  
  When I am at work  
  When I am working on my schoolwork 
  When I am in the classroom  
 
x To what level do other people’s comments impact your sense of confidence when in 
regards your skills in the following areas? (1 = not at all impactful, 10 = extremely 
impactful)  
 
Your ability to parent  
Your ability to participate in your child’s activities 
Your ability to achieve a promotion 
The quality of your staff or office team 
Your contribution to a class discussion 
Your ability to learn new material for coursework 
Your ability to contribute to additional work 









Solo Parent (partnered but other partner not currently in home i.e. 
military)  
Co-parenting living separate from other parent 
Parenting with other support in the home (family, significant other)  
Other, please describe.  
 





Civil Union//Married  
Other, please describe  
 






Not described above, please provide identity description  
 
x What is your age? 
 
20 - 25  
26 - 30  
31 - 35  
36 - 40  
41 - 45  
46 - 50  
51 - 55  
56 - 60  
over 60  
 





x Does your academic program have opportunities for student engagement in a social 











x Why are you not involved?  
 
Not interested in the types of activities planned  
I do not feel they are family friendly 
I don't have the time 
Other, please explain.  
 




I am not currently working  
Other, please describe  
 
x Do you currently work in the field of higher education & student affairs?  
 
x How many years have you worked in higher education & student affairs?  
 
x What is your current position?  
 
Graduate Assistant, Research Assistant, Teaching Assistant  
Faculty, Teacher, or Instructor 
Professional Staff Member 
Administrator  





x Do you feel supported in your doctoral degree pursuit from the following 
environments?  
 
Work Institution  
Work, Supervisor  
Work, Peer Group  
Work, Employees  
Work, Students  
Home  
Extended Family  
Friends (within HESA)  
Friends (outside of HESA)  
Other moms (within HESA)  
Other moms (outside of HESA)  
Your Program of Study  
Doctoral Student Peer Group  
By the faculty within your educational program  
By your faculty adviser/committee chair  
Institution of study  
 
x Describe a time you felt supported by one of the above groups  
 
x Describe a time you did not feel supported by one of the above groups.  
 





x Did the instructing faculty support your decision to have your child in class with you?  
 
Yes, please describe  
No, please describe  
 





If no:  
 
x Thank you for your willingness to participate in this survey, your time and insight is 





If yes:  
 
x Thank you for your interest in continued participation in this research study. The next 
steps will include (2) one on one interviews with the researcher via computer 
communication (such as Google hangout, Facetime, or Skype), (3) journal entries 
based on prompts given by the research requested and submitted through email 
correspondence, and willingness to review the narrative created by the researcher 
regarding your responses and provide feedback to ensure authenticity and accurate 
representation. Interviews and journal entries are expected to take place between July 
5, 2016 and August 15, 2016 per your availability. Narratives will be available for 
review in mid to late September 2016.  
 
If you are still interested in participating, THANK YOU! Please provide your email 
address and expect to receive an email with the above details and the consent form to 
participate in the remainder of the study. 
 
Yes my email address is ________________________ 
 






















I am so excited to get this research underway and I again thank you for your willingness 
to participate with this project. I am requesting your completion of the following survey 
in order to obtain some information regarding your particular experiences as a doctoral 
student mother and to ensure this study is inclusive of diverse experiences and 
perspectives.  
 
This information will assist me in identifying participant to continue and allow me to 
specifically create interview questions and information that speak to you and your 
experience as a doctoral student mother.  
 
This survey should take you approximately 30 minutes. You can find the survey at the 
following link:  
 
  www.qualtrics.com/------- 
 











Consent Form Email 
 
Dear _______,  
 
I would first like to start by expressing my sincere gratitude for your interest in participating in 
this study. I am aware of your busy, time demanding schedule as a doctoral student mom, as I too 
am one. I am a mom to three kids (ages 16, 10, and 6) and work hard to accomplish the demands 
of motherhood and working toward completing my Ph.D. in higher education and student affairs 
leadership. Your willingness to assist me in this research means a great deal and I appreciate your 
time! 
 
My intention for this entire research process is to explore how women navigate their roles as 
mom, student affairs practitioner and doctoral student. Roles that often bring overloaded 
expectations and conflicting priorities. I anticipate this work will be enjoyable, refreshing, 
challenging and helpful for many as we navigate the path toward doctoral completion, I 
acknowledge that it may also be difficult as this is a deeply personal, emotional and challenging 
experience. I pledge to do my best to provide an environment throughout this study that is safe, 
respectful, and inclusive.  
 
The first step in the research process will be for you to complete the participant consent form 
attached to this email. It requires a signature from you and it must be returned to me in order to 
continue this study. If you thoroughly read through the consent form, electronically or physically 
sign the form, and send it back to me, I will respond with the next steps of the study.  
 
Just a reminder that this study will include the following data collection methods, if you have any 




 July 5, 2016 – August 15, 2016 
 
Interviews and Journal Entries 
 
 Mid to Late September 2016 
 
  Narratives will be sent to participants 
 
Interview – Two one on one interview (approximately 45 minutes each) will take place between 
you and me via computer mediated communication. It could be Skype, Facetime, Google 
Hangout, or any other form that is convenient and accessible to you. 
 
Journal Entries – Three journal entries of reflection will be requested during the research time. 
One following our first interview, one following your first journal entry, and finally one 
following your receipt of the narrative I provide regarding our interactions. These will be 
prompted by questions I provide and are meant to be casual and reflective. 
 
Narrative Review – I will send you my created narrative following analysis of your interview 
and journal entry responses. I ask that you read through and provide feedback within two weeks 






I look forward to hearing from you and remember, I can be reached at the email address used to 
send you this message if you need anything. 
 










Thank you again for your willingness to participate with this study regarding doctoral student 
mothers. I look forward to meeting you and request that you provide three dates, and times you 
are available to arrange an interview through Facetime or Skype. After receiving your time 
requests, we will select a time and send you an email with the confirmation. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding the study, please feel free to contact me via 
email. 
 











We are underway and I am so happy we had an opportunity to speak with the initial 
interview. As promised, here is the journal prompt you were told about earlier. 
 
Prompt # (1, 2, 3) Prompts will depend on interview responses, journal entries and 
narratives the participant receives from the researcher.  
 
Please feel free to respond directly to this email with your journal entry in the body of the 
email, if you prefer you can send the journal entry in a word document or PDF. I ask that 
you respond within 5 days of this request, which would be DATE.  
 
If you have any questions regarding this, please feel free to contact me via phone at 970-
518-0115 or email.  
 
Again, I say it THANK YOU! 
 
I appreciate you, your time, and your willingness to be a part of this project. 
 





















CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH 
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO 
 
 
Project Title:  Doctoral Student Mothers Practicing Student Affairs 
 
Researcher: Becky Broghammer, HESAL Ph.D. student, xxx-xxx-xxxx, 
rebecca.broghammer@unco.edu 
 
Advisor:  Dr. Tamara Yakaboski, HESAL FACULTY, xxx-xxx-xxxx, 
tamara.yakaboski@unco.edu  
 
Purpose and Description:  
The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of student affairs practitioners 
who are also doctoral student mothers in the field of higher education and student affairs. 
As a participant in this study, you will participate in two one on one interviews, each 
lasting approximately 45 minutes via computer mediated communication, and provide 
three journal entries via email to the researcher. Interviews will be digitally audio 
recorded. Interviews and journaling will take place between July 5, 2016 and August 15, 
2016 as is convenient for you.  
 
At the end of the study, I will request via email that you review the narrative created with 
analysis of your interview transcripts and journal entries to ensure your statements are 
represented appropriately. These will arrive to you in mid September 2016 with a request 
for review completion within 2 weeks of receipt of the narrative.  
 
We will take every precaution in order to ensure confidentiality. We will assign a 
pseudonym to you and you may switch it if you desire. As the researcher, I will be the 
only one to know which names are associated with the pseudonyms. The information 
collected will be stored in a password-protected computer and I will be the only 
individual with access to this password.  
 
Benefits to participation include sharing your stories about your lived experiences as a 
doctoral student mother. Indirect benefits include providing empirical knowledge on 
doctoral student mothers within the field of higher education and student affairs. Risks 
associated with this research are minimal and include possible discomfort or anxiety as 
you are asked to describe your experiences as a doctoral student mother. You may choose 





Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you 
begin participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision 
will be respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 
entitled. Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, 
please sign below if you would like to participate in this research. A copy of this form 
will be given to you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns about your 
selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact Sherry May, IRB 
Administrator, Office of Sponsored Programs, Kepner Hall, University of Northern 





     
Participant’s Signature  Date  Email address 
     






















RQ1:  How are women developing toward a self-authored existence in their 
overloaded and conflicting roles of student affairs practitioner, doctoral 
student, and mother? 
 
RQ2: Do the gender performance expectations of the roles of student affairs 
practitioner, doctoral student and mother impact the process of development 
toward self-authorship? 
 
RQ3:  Can women simultaneously be in varying stages of self-authorship in their 
roles of student affairs practitioner, doctoral student, and mother? 
 
First Interview Questions 
 
Tell me a little about yourself, your interest in this study and how 
you got to be a doctoral student mother in HESA  
Rapport & 
Development 
What is the reason you decided to seek your doctoral degree and 
how did you arrive at that decision? 
RQ1 
Tell me about this decision to pursue your doctorate and how being 
a mother, or potential for becoming a mother affected that decision. 
RQ1 
Which of the three roles was the last one added and can you reflect 
and share how the first 6 months or semester went after adding that 
role? 
RQ1 
What do you find is the most rewarding part of each of your three 
roles?  
RQ1, 2, 3 
What do you find to be the most difficult part? RQ1 2, 3 
What successes have you had in managing your roles and what do 
you attribute those successes to? 
RQ1, 2, 3 
With so many identities, can you explain what your most salient 
identities are and why?  
RQ2 




How have your identities of mother, student affairs practitioner and 
doctoral student intersected? 
RQ1, 2, 3 
Have you ever felt exposed when one identity is discovered within 
the setting of another identity 
RQ1, 2, 3 
Can you talk about when you feel most confident? What role would 
you say you fee most condiment in most of the time and why? Or 
why not? 
RQ1, 2, 3 
Do you feel you are more natural and more your authentic self in 
any of your roles? 
RQ1, 2, 3 
What have you learned about yourself while managing these three 
roles? 
RQ1 
Can you describe any instances or incidents where you felt targeted 
or penalized for one of your roles in another role’s setting? By 
colleagues, friends, classmates, faculty, staff, or your family? How 
did this impact your? Did you think about it afterword? When? 
RQ1, 2, 3 
What are your plans/hopes upon completing your doctoral degree? 
How did you come to this intention?  
RQ1 
Have you identified other women within your program or 
professional/educational sphere that are doctoral student mothers 
and practitioners of student affairs and talked through what you are 
experiencing? What came of the interactions? 
RQ1, 3 
What characteristics do you find most important in your work as a 
student affairs professional? Do you feel there is overlap with 
characteristics important in being a mom and why? 
RQ2 
What characteristics do you find most important in your academic 
work? Do you feel there is overlap with characteristics important in 
being a mom and why? 
RQ2 
Explain your feelings regarding the relevance of your role as mother 
in your role as a doctoral student and practitioner. 
RQ1, 3 
 
 
